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From the Editor
BRUCE JENNINGS

We began publishing Minding Nature in 2008, shortly after
the death of the founder of the Center for Humans and
Nature, Strachan Donnelley. Now, with our Spring/Summer
2021 issue, against the backdrop of the dire experiences that
virtually all of nature and humanity have been through, we
pause with a sigh of loss and for a breath of hope for new
beginnings. Some fundamentals persist, such as the need for
recollection, reflection, and respect for all people and for the
interdependence humans share with all forms and systems
of life on Earth. These are qualities that we try to make hallmarks of each and every issue, but here we do so in a special
way. This is a legacy issue largely devoted to previously published works, with only minor alterations. I dare say that many
other past Minding Nature articles would also merit inclusion
here, and we may continue the practice with a “From the
Archive” feature in some future issues. This time we asked
the members of the Minding Nature editorial team to select
something to republish and to introduce it with a brief note
about the enduring significance of the subject it addresses
and the personal meaning that it had and continues to have
for our readers. Past ways of making sense together may be
rediscovered to suggest new forms of action for a more just,
resilient, and flourishing future. Perhaps that may happen in
the following pages.
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relationship—responsibility and care. To mind

DEEP DOWN THINGS

nature is to obey it; to conduct human living
and doing in a way compatible with the health
and flourishing of non-human nature. To mind
nature is yet again to care for and to care about
it. (This is perhaps more a British idiom than an
American one.)
The beautiful. Finally, the phrase suggests the act

BRU CE
JENNIN G S

of discerning the sublime, perhaps the sacred; at

And for all this, nature is never spent;
There lives the dearest freshness deep
down things;
And though the last lights off the black West went
Oh, morning, at the brown brink
eastward, springs—
Because the Holy Ghost over the bent
World broods with warm breast and with ah!
bright wings.

any rate the something that Charles Darwin saw
in “endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful,” and the poet Gerard Manley Hopkins
captured in his remarkably evocative line: “There
lives the dearest freshness deep down things.”
To mind nature is to discover in it the essential
characteristic of a meaning or significance beyond
ourselves.

—Gerard Manley Hopkins
We abuse land because we regard it as a commodity
belonging to us. When we see land as a community
to which we belong, we may begin to use it with love
and respect.

We call this journal Minding Nature because its
pages, and the work of the Center for Humans and
Nature as a whole, exemplify the multiple dimensions of the enterprise that the phrase suggests.
I like to think of these dimensions in a simple,
old-fashioned (indeed, classically antique) sense.

Frog Pond Philosophy) and in founding the
Center, Donnelley sought a new form of minding—
thinking, indeed a new worldview—rooted in the
understanding of nature given in Darwinian evolutionary biology. This will, above all, permit us to
think and to act in new ways, to create a different
kind of relationship with dynamic, living nature
and biotic communities.
This captures the leitmotif of Minding Nature,

They are the true, the good, and the beautiful.
The true. The phrase connotes knowledge. To
mind nature is to think about, study, learn from,
and try to understand nature. Beyond developing
a body of knowledge, minding is also a formative
process. To mind nature is critically to grasp the
many ways the human imagination has fashioned
and used concepts of nature, and how those concepts have influenced human history and culture.
Nature reflected in the human mind transforms
itself because these ideas of nature prompt
human action that affects nature. Those who hold
otherwise are fish who don’t recognize that they
live in water.
good.

to Strachan Donnelley. In his work (see his book

fundamental and non-dogmatic philosophical

—Aldo Leopold

The

Credit and inspiration for Minding Nature goes

which is searching for the forms of thought and
action that will transform our limited moral
imagination from seeing the natural world as a
“resource” to be used (and used up), to seeing
it in the shape of relationships of care, non-violence, respect, common value, and the systemically supported diversity of life. This is a moral
transformation that must be reflected in economic modes of thought and action. To mind
nature is to ask how this way of viewing nature
redounds in our civic and communal lives; it is to
reflect on these matters through the work of important theologies of nature and through secular
and traditional lenses such as an Aristotelian or

The

phrase

also

suggests

the

ethical dimension of the humans and nature

a neo-Stoic understanding of eudaimonia and
human flourishing.
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Minding Nature will also mind nature by seeking

are pulled straight and taut. Yet in the years the

and articulating new languages of planning and

weaving loom of Minding Nature has been at

politics in land-use policy and placemaking in

work, it has become increasingly clear that the

living ecosystems. For example, while our plan-

path to a deeper, more sustainable and respectful

ning processes today are protecting rivers, they

understanding of the living world is not adequate-

are not always giving our communities a mean-

ly marked by straight lines and right angles.

ingful relationship to them. We don’t have the
conceptual vocabulary to talk about that, and so
we don’t. The mainstream planning and political
languages are idioms of conflicting interests over
nature seen as a resource. Minding Nature seeks
forms of discourse and action, practices of democratic citizenship, that truly move from resource
thinking to relational minding.
AFTERWORD 2021

and I both bear the imprint of gauging the value
of much in life—too much—by the metric of proprietarian efficiency. There one learns to think in
terms of sections a mile square and to navigate the
roads that run between them. It has taken some
self-scrutiny and the privilege of working with
a host of creative and critical thinkers for me to
find the value in the blur and to see the need for a
re-entangled point of view. Everyone today must

Launched with a single issue appearing late in

be deeply troubled by the widespread tenden-

2008, Minding Nature is now in its forty-second

cy to surrender one’s belief to conspiracy narra-

issue published over the course of fifteen years.

tives and to self-isolate en masse in a mile square

In the early issues, the journal tended to be thin

virtual bubble of self-perpetuating straight-line

in its page count, ratiocinative in its prose, and

information. All too often, efforts to offset this

Spartan in its graphic design. Today, each fat

paranoid style in politics by recourse to scientific

issue is full of color, art, poetry, conversational

findings and fact checking seem to be unavailing;

interviews, expressive nature writing, and serious

too often such efforts only reinforce the strength

ethical and policy arguments and judgments. We

of the obsessive tunnel vision because they do

have devoted entire issues to the work of students

not get to an important underlying factor. I refer

from the worlds of fine arts and design, ecological

to a deep-seated inability to recognize symbiotic

ethics, and community action. We have integrated

life and the rich promise of human thriving that

Minding Nature into larger projects undertaken

it holds. The field of literary and cultural studies

by the Center for Humans and Nature regarding
human relationships with wildlife in urban environments and with its questions for a resilient
future having to do with place, democracy, ances-

once maintained that its mission was to enhance
a society’s ability to tolerate ambiguity. Might it
also be that the signal contribution of the ecological humanities, broadly defined, is to transcend

try, cosmology, spirituality, and much more.

barriers and boundaries that no longer provide

Minding Nature was founded on two constitu-

to seek what the architect Christopher Alexander

tive commitments and they have continued to be
manifest in almost all of the work we have published over the years. The first founding tenet
is that Minding Nature is, first and foremost, a
journal of blurred genres, to borrow a phrase from
anthropologist Clifford Geertz. Today it might be
more current to say we are a journal of entangled
or enmeshed thinking. The epistemological meta-

6   BRUCE JENNINGS

I grew up in northeastern Indiana, and its land

viable senses of place and time in our lives, and
called “a pattern language” that does?
The second enduring founding tenet of Minding
Nature is that ideas and culture shape the relationship or interactions between humans and
nature no less than money and power do. That
notion is as important as it is often overlooked.
How often do we hear the mantra, “Follow the

phors vary with the times.

money”? Minding Nature aspires to lead the

Some believe that the work of understanding has

possible to transform institutions and struc-

little value unless tangles are cleared and lines

tures of money and power first and then simply

money based on the hunch that it will not be

MINDING NATURE 14.2
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allow cultural perceptions, norms, and values to
follow along.
Ideas have so much tenacity that they may also
have a causal priority at certain times and places.
They are not inevitably the handmaidens of
power and wealth. The iron grip that money and
power—and their intellectual apologists—have
on ideas must be contested and pried open, one
strong finger at a time. Some signs of this are
now discernable. They come against the shadow
of the global recession and economic austerity caused by irresponsible financial practices in
the late 2000s, from which many areas have still
not fully recovered. And these signs are begin-

flourishing is pushing back against the old idioms
of possessive individualism, the zero-sum society,
extractive liberty, and a neoliberalism calling for
the privatization, monetization, and commodification of everything. I believe that in its first fifteen
years Minding Nature has made a significant contribution to precisely this kind of minding—discursive, self-reflective, and critical. I know that
we will continue to follow oblique angles, travel
roads rather than highways, welcome entanglement, and pursue the unfinished quest after fugitive deep down things.
This essay first appeared in Minding Nature, Vol.
2, No. 1 (Spring 2009).

ning to appear as we struggle to emerge from the
combined crises of racial and ethnic oppression,
mass migration fleeing violence, deadly pandemic disease, and widespread economic unemployment and precarity.
Perhaps the overriding development that has
pressed upon the contribution that Minding

Bruce Jennings is Senior Fellow at the Center for
Humans and Nature and Editor-in-Chief of Minding
Nature. His recent books include Ecological
Governance (West Virginia University Press, 2016) and
Liberty and the Ecological Crisis: Freedom on a Finite
Planet, edited with Christopher Orr and Kaitlin Kish
(Routledge, 2019).

Nature has made to the discourse of the ecological humanities and to the various social movements influencing ecological governance has been
the growing specter of global climate change. The
original version of “Deep Down Things” mentioned environmental land-use planning, but I
did not then anticipate how that focal concern
would blossom into the global and fundamental
issue of climate mitigation and adaptation efforts.
As I have observed a new discourse and sensibility emerge from our contributors, I have gradually come to see that the politically paralyzing
old canard of trees versus jobs can be set aside
in favor of new models of a circular economy of
recycling and reuse, decarbonized grids providing
renewable sources of electric power, the recognition of the direct link between planetary health
and human health and well-being, and, perhaps
most of all, a new discussion of what the health
and flourishing of life as such means directly,
even viscerally, to the successful completion of
the unfinished project of humanity.
A new day is beginning to emerge, at least in
part, because a new scientific, moral, and political imagination of interdependence and mutual

THINK HERE   7

Returning the Gift
ROBIN KIMMERER
Introduced by Hannah Eisler Burnett

I have chosen Robin Wall Kimmerer’s essay “Returning
the Gift” as my selection to this issue of Minding Nature.
The past year has been full of loss, learning, and love,
and throughout it all, Kimmerer’s call to gratitude as a
practice of mutual responsibility has given me strength.
As the Center’s social media coordinator, I have also seen
her essay give strength to many of our readers.
In 2020, the world saw a radical increase in environmental
disasters stemming from global heating, a virulent and
deadly pandemic that spread because of extractive relationships to wildlife, and a collective reckoning over the
U.S. police murders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor,
Michael Brown, Sandra Bland, Trayvon Martin, Eric
Garner, and many others. Kimmerer challenges the myth
of supremacy that is the primary cause of all of these
violent injustices and that underpins belief in human exceptionalism. This myth of supremacy insidiously tells

W

e are showered every day with the gifts of the
Earth, gifts we have neither earned nor paid for:
air to breathe, nurturing rain, black soil, berries

us that there are inherent boundaries around who or
what should be treated with respect and care, and that
“humans” ought to have final say about who else can or
should be considered a person.
I put “human” in quotation marks here because often
“human” in the United States is an exclusionary concept
that implicitly refers to those who hold power: white
people who are the descendants of European colonizers.
The good news is that we Homo sapiens possess a special
adaptive capacity for change. And in order for our species
to survive, Kimmerer writes, we will have to abolish the
belief in supremacy, radically changing our worldview and
our practices: “The Earth asks us to change as everything
changes and evolves, like the flesh-tearing Allosaurus who
became a warbler singing from the treetops when the
time for flesh-tearing was over. For if we don’t change,
we will, like all that does not change, perish.”

with pie, they feel like gifts, bestowed by the other beings whose
lives throb around us.

and honeybees, the tree that became this page, a bag of rice, and

Though we live in a world made of gifts, we find ourselves har-

the exuberance of a field of goldenrod and asters at full bloom.

nessed to institutions and an economy that relentlessly asks,

My economics colleagues speak of these everyday miracles as
“natural resources,” as if they were our property, just waiting
to be transformed. In the ecological sciences we call them “ecosystem services,” as if they were the inevitable outcomes of the

“What more can we take from the Earth?” This worldview of
unbridled exploitation is to my mind the greatest threat to the
life that surrounds us. Even our definitions of sustainability
revolve around trying to find the formula to ensure that we can

ongoing function of the ecological machine. But, to me, simply

keep on taking, far into the future. Isn’t the question we need,

as a human person filling my basket with berries and my belly

“What does the Earth ask of us?”

8   Robin Kimmerer
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The premise of Earth asking something of me makes my heart

the bottom of the water and agreed to retrieve some. One

swell. I celebrate the implicit recognition of the animacy of the

by one, the animals offered their help: the otter, the loon,

Earth: that the living planet has the capacity to ask something

and the beaver. But the depth, the darkness, and the pres-

of us, and that we have the capacity to respond. Can it be that

sures were too great for even these strongest of swim-

an entity as vast, as whole and generous, as the Earth has need

mers, who came up gasping. Only the little muskrat was

of me? Me? Could it be that we are more than passive recip-

left, the weakest diver of all. He volunteered to go while

ients of her gifts, but participants in her well-being? We are

the others looked on doubtfully. His small legs flailed as

honored by the request. It lets us know that we belong.

he worked his way downward. He was gone a very long

I’ve been told that my Potawatomi ancestors taught that the job
of a human person is to learn, “What can I give in return for
the gifts of the Earth?” This is a question so fundamental to our
being that it holds a central place in the mythic creation story of
our people, a story shared by the first peoples of the Great Lakes.
In the beginning, there was the Skyworld, where people
lived much as they do on Earth, alongside the great Tree
of Life, on whose branches grew seeds and fruits and medicines, all the gifts of the plants on a single tree. One day a
great wind felled the tree, and a hole opened where its roots
had been. When a beautiful young woman, called in our
language Gizhkokwe, or Skywoman, ventured to the edge
to look down, she lost her footing. When she reached out
to the tree to stop her fall, a branch broke off in her hand.
She fell like a maple seed pirouetting on an autumn breeze.
A column of light streamed from a hole in the Skyworld,
marking her path where only darkness had been before.
But in that emptiness there were many, gazing up at the
sudden shaft of light. They saw there a small object, a
mere dust mote in the beam. As it grew closer, they could
see that it was a woman, arms outstretched, long black
hair billowing behind as she spiraled toward them.
The geese nodded at one another and rose as one from the
water, in a wave of goose music. She felt the beat of their
wings as they flew beneath and broke her fall. Far from
the only home she’d ever known, she caught her breath
at the warm embrace of soft feathers. And so it began.

time. They waited and waited, fearing the worst for their
relative. A stream of bubbles rose and the small limp body
of muskrat floated upward. But the others noticed that his
paw was tightly clenched, and when they pried it open,
there was a small handful of mud. Turtle said, “Here,
spread this mud on my back and I will hold it.”
Skywoman did as Turtle asked and then began to sing
her gratitude and then to dance. As her feet caressed the
Earth, the land grew and grew from the dab of mud on
Turtle’s back. From the branch in her hand, she seeded
the earth with green. And so, the Earth was made. Not
by one alone, but from the alchemy of two essential elements of gratitude and reciprocity. Together they formed
what we know today as Turtle Island. In the beginning of
the world, the other species were our life raft. Now, in the
spirit of reciprocity, we must be theirs.
The Earth was new then when it welcomed the first human. It is
old now, and some suspect that we have worn out our welcome.
The stories of reciprocity have grown dim in the memory. How
can we translate from the stories at the world’s beginning to
this hour so much closer to its end? Potawatomi philosopher
Dr. Kyle White has written that “the intent of indigenous governance is to make the values and relationships in our creation
stories manifest.” Can we understand the Skywoman story
not as some artifact from the past, but as instructions for the
future? In return for this gift of the world on Turtle’s back,
what will I give in return?

From the beginning of time, we are told that the very

THE EARTH CALLS US TO GRATITUDE

first encounter between humans and other beings of the

For much of humans’ time on the planet, before the great delu-

Earth was marked by care and responsibility, borne on

sion, we lived in cultures that understood the covenant of rec-

the strong wings of geese . . .

iprocity—that for the Earth to stay in balance, for the gifts to

The world at that time was covered entirely by water.
The geese could not hold the woman much longer, so they
called a council of all the beings to decide what to do. As

continue to flow, we must give back in equal measure for what
we are given. Our first responsibility, the most potent offering
we possess, is gratitude.

Turtle floated in the watery gathering, he offered to let her

Now, gratitude may seem like weak tea given the desper-

rest upon his back. The others understood that she needed

ate challenges that lie before us, but it is powerful medicine,

land. The deep divers among them had heard of mud at

much more than a simple thank you. Giving thanks implies

Returning the Gift   9

recognition not only of the gift, but of the giver. When I eat an

Every one of us is endowed with the singular gift of paying at-

apple, my gratitude is directed to that wide-armed tree whose

tention—that remarkable focused convergence of our senses,

tart offspring is now in my mouth, whose life has become my

our intellect, and our feeling. It’s so appropriate that we call

own. Gratitude is founded on the deep knowing that our very

it paying attention, for it is perhaps a near-universal form of

existence relies on the gifts of other beings. The evolutionary

currency—it is exchangeable, it is valuable, and it incurs an

advantage for cultures of gratitude is compelling. This human

expense on the part of the payer, for attention, we all know too

emotion has adaptive value because it engenders practical out-

well, is a limited resource.

comes for sustainability. The practice of gratitude can, in a very
real way, lead to the practice of self-restraint, of taking only
what you need. Naming and appreciation of the gifts that surround us creates a sense of satisfaction, a feeling of “enoughness” that is an antidote to the societal messages that drill into
our spirits, telling us we must have more. Practicing contentment is a radical act in a consumption-driven society.
Indigenous story traditions are full of cautionary tales about
the failure of gratitude. When people forget to honor the gift,
the consequences are always material as well as spiritual. The
spring dries up, the corn doesn’t grow, the animals do not
return, and the legions of offended plants and animals and
rivers rise up against the ones who neglected gratitude. The
Western storytelling tradition is strangely silent on this matter,
and so we find ourselves in an era when we are rightly afraid of
the climate we have created.
We human people have protocols for gratitude; we apply them
formally to one another. We say thank you. We understand that
receiving a gift incurs a responsibility to give a gift in return.
Gratitude is our first, but not our only gift. We are storytellers,
music makers, devisers of ingenious machines, healers, scientists, and lovers of an Earth who asks that we give our gifts on
behalf of life. The next step in our cultural evolution, if we are
to persist as a species on this beautiful planet, is to expand our
protocols for gratitude to the living Earth. Gratitude is most
powerful as a response to the Earth because it provides an
opening to reciprocity, to the act of giving back, to living in a

What should be our response to the generosity of the morethan-human world? In a world that gives us maple syrup,
spotted salamanders, and sand hill cranes, shouldn’t we at
least pay attention? Paying attention is an ongoing act of reciprocity, the gift that keeps on giving, in which attention generates wonder, which generates more attention—and more joy.
Paying attention to the more-than-human world doesn’t lead
only to amazement; it leads also to acknowledgment of pain.
Open and attentive, we see and feel equally the beauty and the
wounds, the old growth and the clear-cut, the mountain and
the mine. Paying attention to suffering sharpens our ability to
respond. To be responsible.
This, too, is a gift, for when we fall in love with the living world,
we cannot be bystanders to its destruction. Attention becomes
intention, which coalesces itself to action.
Deep attention calls us inevitably into deep relationship, as
information and energy are exchanged between the observer
and the observed, and neither partner in the exchange can be
anonymous. They are known; they have names. There was a
time, not so long ago, when to be human meant knowing the
names of the beings with whom we cohabit the world. Knowing
a name is the way we humans build relationship. It is a sign of
respect to call a being by its name, and a sign of disrespect to
ignore it.
Ethnobiologists tell us that our great-grandparents spoke
fluent natural history. They knew the names and personalities

way that the Earth will be grateful for us.

of dozens of birds and hundreds of plants. Today the average

THE EARTH ASKS THAT WE PAY ATTENTION

porate logos. They can give a name to about ten plants, and

What does the Earth ask of us? In response to this question,
I’ve heard from some that the Earth asks us nothing—that
there is no possible voice in a collection of ecological processes. But I think that just means we’re not listening. How does
she ask? She asks by modeling generosity in times of plenty,
by reminding us of limits in times of scarcity. She asks us to
learn through the consequences of our failures and through the

American schoolchild can recognize more than a hundred corthese include such categories as “Christmas Tree” and “Grass.”
We have lost an entire vocabulary, of speech, of experience, and
of relationship. Our fundamental currency of relationship, our
highly evolved capacity for paying attention to those species
who sustain us, has been subverted in a kind of intellectual hijacking. How can we care for them, monitor their well-being,
and fight for their existence if we don’t even know their names?

examples of our non-human teachers, helping us imagine how

We have enabled a state of nameless anonymity, bringing

we might live. But we have to listen.

human people to a condition of isolation and disconnection,

10   Robin Kimmerer
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that philosophers have called “species loneliness.” Species

kinship and reduces one to a thing. Yet in English, we are given

loneliness—this deep, unnamed sadness—is the cost of es-

no other way to refer to non-human beings. Understanding

trangement from the rest of creation, from the loss of relation-

other beings as objects, as mere “its,” opens the door to ex-

ship. Our Potawatomi stories tell that a long time ago, when

ploitation. Linguistics code for our relationships with the

Turtle Island was young, the people and all the plants and

world, delineating the boundaries for our circle of respect and

animals spoke the same language and conversed freely with

compassion. When Maple is an “it,” we can take up the chain-

one another. But no more. As our dominance has grown, we

saw. When Maple is a “her,” we have to think twice.

have become more isolated, more lonely on the planet, and we
can no longer call our neighbors by name. If we are to manifest
the values of the Skywoman story, we have to once again call
each other by name.
Knowing the beings with whom we share the world is also the
pathway to recognition of the world as gift. The world seems
less like a shopping bag of commodities and more like a gift
when you know the one who gives you the aspirin for your
headache. Her name is Willow; she lives up by the pond. She’s
a neighbor to Maple, who offers you the gift of syrup on Sunday
morning pancakes. Paying attention is a pathway to gratitude.
The Cherokee poet Marilou Awiakta has been listening. In her
poem, “When the Earth Becomes an ‘It,’” she reports that Earth
asks that we call her by name.
When the people call the Earth “Mother,”
They take with love
And with love give back
So that all may live.
When the people call Earth “it,”
They use her
Consume her strength. Then the people die.
Already the sun is hot
Out of season.
Our Mother’s breast
Is going dry.
She is taking all green
Into her heart

However, in our Potawatomi language and indeed many other
indigenous languages, there is no “it” for birds or berries. The
language does not divide the world into him and her, but into
animate and inanimate. And the grammar of animacy is applied
to all that lives: sturgeon, mayflies, blueberries, boulders, and
rivers. We refer to other members of the living world with the
same language that we use for our family. Because it is our family.
If we are to survive here—and if our neighbors are to survive,
too—we need to learn to speak the grammar of animacy.
THE EARTH CALLS US TO RECOGNIZE THE
PERSONHOOD OF ALL BEINGS

The Skywoman story is grounded in the fundamental ethical
tenet that the other beings with whom we share the planet—
the ones who sustain us—are persons, too: non-human persons
with their own ways of being, their own intentions, their own
contributions to the world, their own rights to live. Science and
spirituality both demonstrate the fundamental nature of our
relatedness with all life forms: we are more the same than we
are different. We are governed by the same ecological and evolutionary rules.
Reciprocity is rooted in the understanding that we are not
alone—that the Earth is populated by non-human persons.
How different our world would be if we extended the same
respect and compassion and agency to other species as we do
to human people. We tolerate governance that grants legal personhood and free speech to corporations, but that denies that
respect to voiceless salamanders and sugar maples.

And will not turn back

Reserving personhood for a single species, in language and in

Until we call her

ways of living, perpetuates the fallacy of human exceptional-

By her name.

ism, that we are fundamentally different and somehow better,

And in the absence of names, it all comes down to pronouns.
Grammar is the way we chart relationships in language, and,
as it happens, relationships with the living world. In English
grammar, a being is either a person or a thing. We refer to our
family and our fellow humans with the grammar of gendered

more deserving of the wealth and services of the Earth than
other species. Recognition of the personhood of other beings
asks that we relinquish our perceived role as masters of the
universe and celebrate our essential role as an equal member
in the democracy of all species.

personhood: we say “he” or “she.” To refer to a human being

Paying attention to other beings—recognizing their incred-

as “it” is deeply disrespectful; it robs one of personhood and

ible gifts of photosynthesis, nitrogen fixation, migration,
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metamorphosis, and communication across miles—is hum-

ethics, away from an anthropocentric worldview that considers

bling and leads inescapably to the understanding that we are

the Earth our exploitable property to a biocentric, life-centered

surrounded by intelligences other than our own: beings who

worldview in which an ethic of respect and reciprocity can grow.

evolved here long before we did, and who have adapted innovative, remarkable ways of being that we might emulate, through
intellectual biomimicry, for sustainability. We are surrounded
by teachers and mentors who come dressed in foliage, fur, and
feathers. There is comfort in their presence and guidance in

The philosopher Joanna Macy has called this “The Great
Turning”—the essential adventure of our time, shifting from
the age of industrial growth to the age of life-sustaining civilization. Her work and the work of countless others describe the

their lessons.

accelerating momentum of the transition already in progress,

Granting personhood to all beings can be an economic and

knowing in which human life is aligned with ecological pro-

political construct, as well as an ethical stance. Recognition of
personhood for all beings opens the door to ecological justice.
Our laws today are all about governing our rights to the land.
The shift we need is to include the rights of the land: the rights
to be whole and healthy; the right to exist. We can follow the
lead of indigenous nations around the world: the Maori, who
granted personhood to a river; the Ecuadorian constitution,
which enshrines the rights of nature herself in the law of the
land; and the Bolivians, who brought to the United Nations the
Declaration on the Rights of Mother Nature.
THE EARTH ASKS US TO CHANGE

The Earth asks us to change as everything changes and evolves,
like the flesh-tearing Allosaurus who became a warbler singing
from the treetops when the time for flesh-tearing was over. For
if we don’t change, we will, like all that does not change, perish.
The Earth herself is changing, by our hands. The responses
from our government leaders to the “clear and present danger”
of climate disruption have been wholly inadequate in scale, in
urgency, and in imagination. The limited strategies advanced
by politicians, economists, scientists, and engineers have a
common theme. Most take the approach that to “solve the
climate problem,” we must in some way change the environment. They propose wave turbines, ocean fertilization, seawalls,
photoelectric paint, plants genetically modified to withstand a
traumatic drought, and heaven forbid one more new kind of
light bulb. We will no doubt need all the good new ideas we
can get. But while we race around asking how we might change
technology or tax structures, the change that might save us goes
unspoken: what we need to change is ourselves. The danger
is that we have been captured by a worldview that no longer
serves our world, if it ever did—a worldview whose manifestation is destroying our beloved homelands, our fellow species,
and ourselves. But all we can talk about is changing light bulbs.

in acts large and small, as humans reclaim an ancient way of
cesses, not against them. The question is, will the circle turn in
time to save us? That’s up to us.
We don’t have to invent this; it’s something we already know.
From the time of Skywoman, we have lived this way before—
and well. I’ve heard the elders say all we must do is “remember
to remember.”
Scientists are deep in a debate about whether to recognize
the end of the Holocene—the aptly named “Recent Era”—
and declare that we live in a wholly new geologic era, the
Anthropocene—the Era of Man. The proposed designation
would recognize that humans, not “natural” forces, are the
dominant force on the planet today—the major influence on the
atmosphere, biogeochemical cycles, and even the evolutionary
destinies of species. It is, of course, undeniable that the human
species has caused great disruption—indeed, of geologic proportion. But to declare the Age of the Anthropocene smacks of
the terrible arrogance that got us into this predicament, which
is embodied in Stewart Brand’s famous quote, “We are as gods
and might as well get good at it.” It is a fatal error to think that
we are in charge; the instructive myths of most every culture
hold that lesson. If we don’t remember that, I’m sure that the
viruses will be happy to remind us.
I don’t believe that we are entering the Anthropocene, but
that we are living in a transient period of profoundly painful
error and correction on our way to a humbler consideration
of ourselves. In the geologic scope of things, the Industrial
Revolution that fueled the expansion of the exploitative, mechanistic worldview was only an eye blink ago. For eons before
that, there was a long time on this planet when humans lived
well, in relative homeostasis with biotic processes, embodying
a worldview of reciprocity that was simultaneously material
and spiritual. There was a time when we considered ourselves
the “younger brothers of creation,” not the masters of the uni-

I don’t think that it is more technology we need, or more

verse. Our current adversarial relationship with the rest of the

money, or more data. We need a change in heart, a change in

living world is not necessarily all that we are as a species. We
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are a species that can learn from the global mistakes we are
making. We have stories to help us remember a different past
and imaginations to help us find the new path. We are a species
who can change.
THE EARTH CALLS US TO RECIPROCITY

What does the Earth ask of us? To meet our responsibilities
and to give our gifts. Naming responsibility is often understood
as accepting a burden, but in the teachings of my ancestors, responsibilities and gifts are understood as two sides of the same
coin. The possession of a gift is coupled with a duty to use it
for the benefit of all. A thrush is given the gift of song, and so
has a responsibility to greet the day with music, which is in
turn received as a gift to us as we watch the sky grow pink with
dawn. Salmon have the gift of travel, so they accept the duty of
carrying food upriver. The stars were given the gift of sparkle,
coupled with the responsibility of guiding us at night. So when
we ask ourselves, what is our responsibility to the Earth, we are
also asking, “What is our gift?”
As human people, most recently evolved here, we lack the gifts

Ecological restoration is an act of reciprocity, and the Earth
asks us to turn our gifts to healing the damage we have done.
The Earth-shaping prowess that we thoughtlessly use to sicken
the land can be used to heal it. It is not just the land that is
broken, but our relationship with land. We can be partners in
renewal; we can be medicine for the Earth.
If our leaders don’t lead then we have to. If all our leaders ask is
that we are quietly complicit with destruction, we say we are a
better species than that. All over Turtle Island people are rising
up to reclaim their roles as caregivers for the Earth, to be more
than consumers, to be givers.
We humans carry gifts of our own; we are scientists and storytellers. We are change-makers; we are Earth-shapers riding
on the back of the turtle. We can remember the covenant of
reciprocity, seeking what Onondaga Clan Mother Audrey
Shenandoah called “justice not only for ourselves, but justice
for all of Creation.”
This essay originally appeared in Minding Nature, Vol. 7, No.
2 (Spring 2014).

of our companion species: of nitrogen fixation, pollination, and
three-thousand-mile migrations under magnetic guidance. We
can’t even photosynthesize. But we carry gifts of our own that
the Earth urgently needs.
Reciprocity—returning the gift—is not just good manners; it is
how the biophysical world works. Balance in ecological systems
arises from negative feedback loops, from cycles of giving and
taking: living and dying, production and consumption, biogeochemical cycles, water to cloud and back to water again.

Robin Kimmerer, currently a Senior Scholar with the Center for
Humans and Nature, is Distinguished Teaching Professor of
Environmental Biology at the SUNY College of Environmental
Science and Forestry in Syracuse, New York. She is also the
founding Director of the Center for Native Peoples and the
Environment. Her writings include numerous scientific articles and
the books Gathering Moss (Oregon State University Press, 2003),
which was awarded the John Burroughs Medal for nature writing
in 2005, and Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific
Knowledge and the Teachings of Plants (Milkweed Editions, 2013).

Reciprocity among parts of the living Earth produces equilibrium in which life as we know it can flourish. Positive feedback loops—in which interactions spur one another away from
balance—produce radical change, often to a point of no return.
We must understand that we, like every other successful organism, must play by the rules that govern ecosystem function.
The laws of thermodynamics have not been suspended on our
behalf. Unlimited growth is not possible. In a finite world you
cannot relentlessly take without replenishment.
How can we reciprocate the gifts of the Earth? In gratitude, in
ceremony, through acts of practical reverence and land stewardship, in fierce defense of the beings and places we love, in
art, in science, in song, in gardens, in children, in ballots, in
stories of renewal, in creative resistance, in how we spend our
money and our precious lives, by refusing to be complicit with
the forces of ecological destruction. In healing.
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Ecological Selves as
Citizens and Governance
as Ethical Place-Making
LISA ECKENWILER
Introduced by Bruce Jennings

A leitmotif of many of the essays published in Minding
Nature during its first fifteen years is interdependence,
symbiosis, and the web of mutuality that constitutes the
phenomenon of life on the Earth, including human life. In
this essay, Lisa Eckenwiler provided one of the most compelling and comprehensive accounts of that ecological
vision. She offered a rich conceptual vocabulary for talking
together about the nature of being itself, with special reference to the extraordinary relationality of human being,
and for reimagining self-identity and agency in ecological
terms as citizenship (mutual care, moral kinship).
In addition, she insisted that overcoming the alienation
between humanity and nature must involve overcoming
the rift between mind and body. The interdependence at
the core of human being is not an abstract logical order of
ideas only but is also a concrete embodied and emplaced
way of living in the world. Her notion of place and emplacement had two dimensions. One is emplacement as a
social, relational practice of enactment and empowerment.
The other is emplacement as a physical geographical engagement with the material affordances of natural ecosystems—in other words, what the living, physical world
enables or forbids humans to do. It is in places that everything that happens, happens; places are where we discover how to transcend limits and when to respect and conserve them. Places are where human beings are made, but
they are also co-created by those who dwell within them.
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With this emphasis on place as well as relationality,
Eckenwiler grounded ecological selves and citizens in a
setting of diversity, panarchy, and temporal dynamism so
that governance—the fashioning of order in collective life
through customs, rules, institutions, and practices—is reimagined to fit with the activity and responsibility of citizenship. It is this refit that will save democracy. Moreover,
her democratic political theory is also ethics and moral
philosophy. She notes that place-making “takes care to
avoid creating, through our actions, interactions, practices and policies, conditions of deprivation.” Deprivation
makes the becoming and enduring of living things impossible. She went on to say that “ethical place-making also
includes a positive or constructive responsibility, namely,
the obligation to create conditions of plenitude that facilitate and sustain becoming and duration in particular places.”
Deprivation is not offset by trickle-down affluence but by
shared frugality; plenitude is not fostered by carbon consumption but by renewable common pools, whether they
be protected and preserved wetlands or public systems
of social insurance to provide universal comprehensive
health care, disability, and retirement income maintenance, housing, education, or childcare. Rereading Lisa
Eckenwiler reminds me of how fundamentally simple our
planetary climate and social justice predicaments are in
all their complexity.

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

We are located beings, a matter that proves integral to our pos-

mode of governance known as liberal interest group democ-

she argues, only in our embodiment and potential to suffer, but

racy. Time for him to go. To replace this formation of self,

also in the need for “fit” between our bodies and our environ-

economy, and governance, I propose here that we embrace an

ments. “Misfits” are those who are ensconced in environments

ecological conception of persons. After making the case for this

that cannot sustain them, where, as she puts it, “the world fails

alternative account of selves, I consider what it suggests for

the flesh.”2

the goals of ethics and politics. I argue that we should understand the fundamental goal of governance in terms of “ethical
place-making for ecological selves and citizens.” For such citizens, but also by and of them, and for non-human ecological
creatures as well. From there, I briefly explore considerations
that should guide selections of new models of governance
aimed at generating more livable, equitable futures. In the final
section of this essay, I identify the ethical and political capacities that ought to characterize ecological subjects and conclude
by reiterating the central place of care and the centrality of
places of care in nurturing them.

sibilities. Rosemarie Garland Thomson’s notion of the “misfit”
helps to shed light on the idea. Our shared vulnerability is not,

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

ECOLOGICAL SUBJECTS–CITIZENS

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

Thinking about persons ecologically
suggests we should resist a reductive,
decontextualized view of individuals as
the units of (moral and political) concern.

losophy. Rightly so. As feminist philosophers have argued, this
long-looming idealization ignores the significance of the body
in our lived experience and indeed renders anything outside
the inner recesses of the mind irrelevant—including, I might
add, other forms of life and the planet itself, the very founda-

We are also located in particular geographic and atmospheric conditions—locatable places—that create the possibility of
survival, flourishing, or failing. Consider the growing body of

tions of human survival itself.

evidence concerning societal determinants of health inequal-

In neglecting our embodiment, the prevailing account also

dustrial and waste, and weak infrastructure like the levees in

obscures our inherently social nature, including our embeddedness in filial and communal relationships. Most crucial

ities. Studies show that heightened exposure to hazards (inNew Orleans) and diminished access to resources of all kinds
(food, health care, parks and other public space, transporta-

here are relations of dependence and care over the course of

tion) harm health. Data suggest that some people face increas-

our lives as body-bound, vulnerable beings. A realistic con-

ing social isolation and depression and restricted mobility as a

ception of persons highlights the significance of the body and,

result of the configuration of the built environment. The effect

at the same time, the “fundamental role of all societies [viz.]

of trade agreements and structural adjustment programs on

to provide the circumstances under which humans can be

health systems and, more specifically, facilities and their ma-

cared for and thrive, given their differing degrees of frailty and

terial and human resources also makes clear the essential rela-

vulnerability.”

tionship between place—our embeddedness in it—and health.

Bodies, interdependence, and caring relations are not the

These examples underscore the fact that where and how people

whole story, however, for ecological subjects. Places, the loca-

are situated amid social structures has important implications

tions of human habitation, also have to meet certain conditions

for their level of exposure to health threats and for the distri-

if ecological subjects are to survive, much less realize justice.

bution of health and illness within a population.5 Economic

1
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status, gender, race and ethnicity, social connectivity, and cit-

not (merely) because of our—the privileged’s—participation in

izenship/immigration status all figure in the development and

processes that generate injustice and ecological degradation

persistence of health inequalities. Even “natural” events like

in the places where others dwell (i.e., the relational justice ar-

heat waves, famines, and tsunamis, which occur in and affect

gument, which emphasizes what we have done or contribut-

specific places and people—most often the poor—are, in part,

ed to), but also because of who and what we are as ecological

attributable to social practices and policy choices. Climate

subjects—creatures whose identities and habitats are mutually

change is an especially compelling case of the significance of

constitutive. If the first argument from relational justice cannot

geographical and social embeddedness for the health of eco-

motivate responsible action, the point here is the prudential ar-

logical subjects, for as Marmot says, “the poor, the geographi-

gument—which also hinges on the notion that we, as ecological

cally vulnerable, the politically weak, and other disadvantaged

subjects, corporeal inhabitants of intersecting ecosystems, are

groups will be most affected.”
Coming from another line of inquiry, contemporary work in
epistemology argues that the environs we inhabit and traverse
are integral to the kinds of thinking, knowing creatures we are.
Philosopher Christopher Preston points out that “organisms
that know things about the world are situated beings, beings

so thoroughly relational that we risk harming ourselves if we
harm others—might do so.12
Thinking ecologically, to sum up here, we find an embodied, socialized, spatialized, interdependent ontology. We “dwell,” and
we do so together, cohabiting in particular places within relations of embodied, structural, and ecological interdependence.13

cognitively grounded in the worlds from which they speak. An
important part of this grounding is a physical location among
material realities . . . [These] comprise some of the important

TOWARD ETHICAL PLACE-MAKING AND
COHABITATION

factors relevant to how we know.”6

Thinking about persons ecologically suggests we should resist

Our emplacement belies one further fiction found within the

(moral and political) concern, for we cannot properly be con-

inherited view of subjects: that we are similarly situated. As the
discussion above reveals, ecological subjects are immersed in
inequalities of many kinds: social and economic; in access to
essential natural resources such as clean air, fresh and drinkable water, arable land; in physical and cognitive capacities.
A final dimension of ecological subjectivity involves what geographers call the “inter-subjectivity” of place.7 As ecological
subjects, we are “made by and making [our] relations in reciprocity with other subjects and with . . . (multiple, diverse)
locations.”8 Seeing not only our personhood and identities but
also place in relational terms, as inter-subjectively constructed, “highlights the multiplicity of locations [and] the variety of
interactions between people who are located differently that go
into making places.”9 This formulation seems clearly required
in any lucid thinking about life under globalization.
This idea is significant ethically because it raises questions
about responsibilities “for those relations with other parts of
the world through which . . . identit[ies] are formed.”10 To the
extent that we are “constitutively, elements within a wider,

a reductive, decontextualized view of individuals as the units of
ceived apart from our embeddedness in social relations and
geographically, atmospherically identifiable locations in which
we become and endure. Social and political responsibility, on
this view, might be conceived in terms of ethical place-making.14
Place is not a fixed or merely an external thing.15 It can be understood as being around us, but also in and with us.16 The
examples above point to tracts of land, waterways, worksites,
dwellings, neighborhoods, hubs and vehicles of transportation,
hospitals and clinics (or their remnants), bedrooms and bathrooms, kitchens, food markets, makeshift housing, bodies and
psyches. They gesture toward what can be called “transnational space,” which includes, for instance, places of transition for
nomads, refugees, and migrant workers—such as borders and
immigration offices—or for people getting to and from work and
other responsibilities, and places where economic transactions
occur amid dense, global financial relations and processes.
When using words like “where” and “occur amid,” I am mindful
of the fact that financial interactions are not necessarily best understood as isolated events that happen in specific places.

configurational, distributed geography . . . that raises a . . .

To return to the geographers’ point on inter-subjectivity, places

question [concerning] . . . the geography of relations through

are, in Doris Massey’s words, “constructed out of a particular

which any particular identity is established and maintained.”11

constellation of social relations, meeting and weaving together

Elsewhere I have argued that we are responsible to others, es-

at a particular locus. [E]ach ‘place’ can be seen as a particular,

pecially those who help to shape our identities and habitats

unique point of . . . intersection.”17 Its specificity is its set and
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configuration of relations and its position within a wider web
of social relations. Moreover, because they are shaped by social
interactions, places, like subjects, have plural, shifting “identities.” They also become, endure, and evolve; they are not static.
Also evident is the need to take seriously what Edward Casey
calls the “rhizomatic structure of [our experience of] implacement.”18 This refers to the reality that our locatedness involves
the continuous, often highly patterned navigation between
interconnected places: homes, places of work, care settings,
borders, and so on. People suffer ill health as a result of social
structures and processes that create fragmentation or cause
rupture, as in lived experiences of segregation, movement
between fragmented care settings, movement from one’s place
of employment to care settings, hypermobility, migration, and
familial separation.19

Ethical place-making also includes a…
responsibility to put an end to conditions
of deprivation…and replace them…
with conditions of plenitude, ecological
flourishing, and resilience.

Becoming, as I understand it here, is the capacity for development, evolution, and expansion (within bounds). Duration
encompasses capacities for sustaining ongoing processes of
“conservation, preservation, and abiding”—capacities for
continuity, renewal, and persistence.21 Duration might mean
strengthening at some times, while at others, getting by. Both
call for some measure of stability, yet are not static. Below I will
say more about the individual and relational meanings of these
concepts, as well as what they might mean in terms of human
interaction with natural resources and systems. What I want to
suggest here is that these concepts may be preferable to others,
often found in liberal philosophy, such as “well-being,” “flourishing,” and the like, which are built atop a foundation (often
illusory) of self-determination.
Contemporary work on justice has shifted away from thinking strictly about the distribution of resources, or what people
have, toward their capacities, or what they “are able to do and
to be.”22 What I will call “enabling” conceptions of justice aim
at attending to the social and political conditions that support
people’s capacities for self-development and self-determination. Iris Marion Young’s theory of justice as enablement calls
for reform of the social and institutional structures that systematically constrain people’s capacities for self-development

But what more specifically do I mean by ethical place-making?
Although geographers have coined the phrase, they do not seem

and self-determination. Carol Gould’s notion of justice as
“equal positive freedom” requires not only “the absence of constraining conditions such as coercion and oppression” but also

to define it clearly. Lorraine Code argues that ecological think-

access to the means or conditions for “self-transformation” and

ing aims to “enact principles of ideal cohabitation.” Following

the “development of capacities and the realization of projects

her lead, I want to suggest that ethical place-making involves

over time.” Justice, here too, is about “the availability of en-

first a negative condition: it is place-making that takes care

abling [my emphasis] conditions” for individuals.23 Finally,

to avoid creating, through our actions, interactions, practices,

Nussbaum’s capabilities approach emphasizes people’s capac-

and policies, conditions of deprivation. Conditions of depriva-

ities to be and to do. As she underscores, here “active striving”

tion are those that make it impossible to support and sustain

and “achievement” matter.

20

the capacities of ecological subjects for becoming and enduring. Ethical place-making also includes a positive or constructive responsibility, namely, the obligation to create conditions
of plenitude that facilitate and sustain becoming and duration
in particular places. And finally there is the positive responsibility to put an end to conditions of deprivation where they
already exist and replace them insofar as one can with conditions of plenitude, ecological flourishing, and resilience. Ethical
place-making requires explicit attention to the conditions for
embodiment, relations of care, our social positioning, and crucially, our earthly embeddedness. The specific targets of intervention are the social processes and practices that create and

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

sustain deprivation and inequality—for ecological subjects and,

Even though references to activities such as “development”

thus, their habitats.

and “striving” acknowledge our temporality, the emphasis on
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“being” (well-being) might also serve to obscure the fact that
we, our interactions, and the social, economic, and political processes in which we are embedded have a past and are
ongoing, opening into the future under ever-changing conditions. Our imaginations are projected toward the future rather

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

than toward a static present when we think about becoming
and persisting.
The emphasis on individual choice and activity, including “striving,” “achievement,” and “transformation,” may also eclipse
other possibilities for the substance of a good life. Becoming
and enduring, moreover, seem to be more in keeping with the
realities of ecological limits, reimagined visions of the good life,
of the role of work. Striving and achievement may be fine if they
are disassociated from the individualist, capitalist, careerist self.

Contemporary work on justice has shifted
away from thinking strictly about the
distribution of resources, or what people
have, toward their capacities, or what
they are able to do and to be.

Perhaps an ecological version of deliberative democracy
could effectively challenge and provide an alternative to the
primacy of a materialistic and consumptive notion of interests.
Nevertheless, critics are wary of its potential for perpetuating exclusions and inequalities. Especially worrisome in this
respect are its potential to (1) privilege certain forms and styles
of expression (the impartial expert’s, for instance) and thus
discount some contributions and forms of expression as less
credible (storytelling, for example); (2) assume that people are
sufficiently symmetrical and that they can reserve perspectives,
thus obscuring morally relevant differentiation and particularity in its aim for “unity,” the “common good,” and “shared
meaning”; and (3) obscure other possible objectives in political
engagement, such as recognition or understanding.25
Communicative democracy may better advance efforts to
address exclusion and inequality.26 On this model of demo-

The precise meanings of becoming and duration, in any case,

cratic governance, moral and political engagement should be

are to be worked out in overlapping political processes (more

understood as largely dialogical; decisions emerge from the

on this below). While we begin from a theory of needs, cer-

interactions of a plurality of subjects. Communicative democ-

tainly human and other, we shift our keenest perceptual and

racy does not privilege impartiality but instead, drawing from

knowing capacities toward the habitats—unique and intersect-

standpoint epistemology, identifies and incorporates partiali-

ing—where people dwell and move about, for particular and,

ties in generating social knowledge to inform decisions. Instead

to no small extent, shared purposes. What is crucial is for eco-

of discounting or being suspicious about the value of personal

logical subjects and their ecosystems to be dynamically moving

narratives, for example, it regards them as resources.

24

and opening toward possibilities that have been discussed and
agreed to; that are mindful of our embodied, embedded, interdependent circumstances; and that promote equality among
persons and places.
If the scope of ethics and politics includes promoting equitable
capacities for ecological subjects to become and endure, and
thus promoting ethical place-making, what are ideal forms of

For ecological subjects, indeed, meanings and expressions of
well-being, of harm, and so forth are situated, socially and ecologically. Therefore, rather than aiming for unity, this model of
democratic governance aims for recognition and understanding. The idea is that participants express their experiences and
perspectives so that others situated differently can learn how it
is for them, what the meaning of events, experiences, any given

governance? I turn to this question now.

policy is, and perhaps transform what once passed as knowl-

CONCEPTIONS OF GOVERNANCE

With respect for a range of speech styles and forms of commu-

With ethical place-making as the aim of responsible action

nicative interaction, things like greetings—smiles, handshakes,

and policy, what form of governance is ideal? Many political

hugs—or storytelling can be incorporated as forms of expression

philosophers and scientists have highlighted the perils of in-

that strengthen political discussion. Communicative democra-

terest group democracy, so I will not dedicate time to those

cy can also better acknowledge that there may be different un-

criticisms here.

derstandings of what it is to cooperate or to justify decisions,
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of what emancipation itself means. And such democracy can

exclusion and inequality. Decision makers may be removed

embrace different kinds of sites for generating ideas: chosen,

from the pressures of interest groups, but they may also be

even oppositional communities (not those invoked by commu-

removed from the public, including (and perhaps most trou-

nitarians), street protests, and marginalized social networks.

blingly) those who face injustice. Concerns regarding represen-

Ecological communicative democracy, as I am using the conception, goes beyond feminist standpoint theory in situating knowers and knowledge-production efforts in particular
places—socially and geographically shaped habitats—and
conceives of them as “intersecting . . . with other locations and

tation and inclusiveness, transparency, and accountability—in
agenda setting, assessments, and discussions of needs—loom
large here and indeed are exacerbated by the idea, advanced
by some, that a form of interest group democracy should exist
alongside.

their occupants. . . . It maps locations of knowledge production

Vibrant democracies are layered, textured systems of repre-

and demographics of knowledge producers . . . [and] considers

sentation. Given what seem to be inevitable time constraints,

the specificities of the ‘habitat’ conditions and the inhabitants

perhaps a hybrid, ecological constitutionalism—mandated by

within and surrounding each location, to discern where analogies can be drawn and where exposed dis-analogies demand
acknowledgment and/or rethinking.”27

and informed by deliberative democracy and more communicative models—is ideal. To give up on local governance and
participatory, dialogical democracy is to give up on a core prin-

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

ciple of most ecological movements. Yet the partial nature of
the most responsive and responsible knowing and the sheer
scope of what must be understood—the mapping of bioregional
narratives, for example—for the sake of global ecological sustainability compels consideration of a form of governance like
ecological constitutionalism. Moreover, it may be that some
societies lack, at least for present purposes, the capacity to rise
above self-interest and myopia. Their members may maintain
concern only for themselves, for their families and communities, and for their place. Although part of what I have tried to

Given the nature of ecological subjects, we might say, then,

show here is that this myopia is misguided and wrong, when

that ecological communicative democracy, in part through

coupled with the timeframe for action ecological constitution-

tools like bioregional narratives, aims to produce responsible

alism merged with participatory models (like ecological com-

assessments of the habitability of particular conditions for

municative democracy) becomes more palatable.

corporeal beings dwelling in care relations, social structures,
and material, atmospheric surroundings. It also aims to assess
these conditions in relation to others. The essential questions
under ecological communicative democracy become, “What
would ethical place-making mean here, or here, or here, and
where they intersect?” “What is necessary for promoting mutually sustaining, equitable lives?”

CAPACITIES FOR ETHICAL PLACE-MAKING

If we are to advance from being a people of competitive consumption into ecological subjects (a people of sustainable ecological responsibility), what sorts of capacities characterize us?
What is—and should be—found and cultivated among us in
order that we become and endure in mutually sustaining, eq-

an ecological version of deliberative
democracy could effectively challenge and
provide an alternative to the primacy of
a materialistic and consumptive notion
of interests.

uitable relations of cohabitation?29 Given the concerns raised
in the previous section, what capacities might move us toward
ideal—that is, maximally inclusive, participatory, and fair—
forms of governance?
For humans as ecological subjects, the givens seem to be our embodiment, interdependence, and locatedness. Essential to this
understanding, then, is respect for our animality. Nussbaum,
for instance, calls on us to embrace a more Aristotelian and

One final form of governance, ecological constitutionalism,
would seem to have substantial potential for perpetuating

less Kantian image of a person, “bringing the rational and the
animal into a more intimate relation with one another.”30 This
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has the benefit not only of “acknowledging that there are many
types of dignity in the world”; it also helps to account for our
relationality and embeddedness in habitats in a way that the
undue emphasis on reason as the principal, if not sole, source
of dignity cannot. Additionally, it captures the idea that we
consume and excrete, relying on the resources around us in
order to become and to endure.
A crucial capacity to cultivate among ecological subjects is
moral imagination. Just democracies can only thrive when
they take care to cultivate moral imaginations that are able and
rich, capable of acknowledging, and, in turn, considering the
ethical and political significance of pluralism, differentiation,
and asymmetries in “situation,” power, and experience.
Rather than starting from an assumption of disinterest in
others, ecological subjects, as interdependent, should nurture
their capacities for recognition. Recognition has been understood in at least two senses: recognition of an individual’s
unique identity as an autonomous individual and recognition of
persons as belonging to particular communities or groups. This
is taken to be an essentially cognitive process wherein “there
is a conscious and explicit acknowledgment of another’s iden-

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

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

tity.”31 Carol Gould argues, however, that recognition should
include a third dimension, namely, the recognition of others’
needs for relationships, both interpersonal and associative. To
these three forms of recognition, we might add a fourth, given
the conception of subjects in ecological terms: recognition of
the places and the conditions in which people dwell.
In turn, ecological subjects should privilege respectful interest,
engaging others and their ideas—unless they are unjust, intolerant, or unquestionably harmful ecologically—with a sense of
appreciation and wonder. We should approach them as we approach gifts, even ones we are not sure we like or for which we,
at the time, cannot see a use.
Ideally, ecological subjects should cultivate a disposition
toward empathy and solidarity. In Gould’s formulation,
empathy “signifies a feeling or imaginative identification with
another and that other’s perspective and situation.” While
the notions of “identification,” “mutuality,” or “fellow feeling”
are ethically perilous given social and ecological differentiation and asymmetries, the practice of seeking knowledge of
another’s situation, listening carefully, and at least trying to
develop feeling for people’s expressions about their particular

Instead of taking for granted that we are acquisitive creatures,
we should call for privileging critical acquisition. Starting
from an expectation of acquisition, then, we should scrutinize
what and how much we are trying to get our hands on, not
to mention how we are going about it, whether the resource
will continue to have generative capacity, and so forth. Stated
differently, we will need to sustain ecosystems’ capacities to
become and endure. Sure, we need stuff. But the conception
of self as an extractive, possessive consumer under industrial
capitalism will have to be replaced, or we’ll exhaust the planet’s
and our own bodies’ capacities. While scarcities can indeed be
socially constructed, there are very real resource constraints.35
Another essential capacity for ecological subjects is being able
to take the long view (temporal and spatial, across terrains
and timeframes). This allows for identifying effects and their
sources that may not be readily apparent, and for envisioning
interventions that can be sustained over time. We might turn
here to epistemologist Lorraine Code’s discussion of ecologist
Rachel Carson’s critique of conventional studies on the effects
of pesticides:

plight—which may well intersect with ours and that of people

Viewed vertically, from a top-down observation posi-

we know—has value for promoting understanding and realiz-

tion that draws linear, causal connections from chemi-

ing justice.32

cal applications to the destruction of a targeted pest, the
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power of the then-new post–World War II chemicals

CONCLUSION

to rid the environment, efficiently, of such diseases and

I have argued here that we should reimagine and rearticulate

insects . . . [seems] impressive. Yet viewed horizontally, taking a longer temporal and spatial view, across terrains and time-frames where their effects become manifest more slowly, the chemicals do not merely obliterate
a predetermined target species. . . . They also contribute
to the destruction and/or sterilization of insect-eating
birds, ground squirrels, muskrats, rabbits, domestic cats,
sheep and cattle, destruction that often does not follow the
spraying instantaneously.

36

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

visions of selves as ecological subjects, and transform social
life, ethics, and politics into an endeavor aimed at ethical
place-making. Forms of governance should be forged accordingly. Whatever model we embrace, at the core must stand a
commitment to epistemic responsibility, to knowing well, for
the sake of more just and livable futures.
This essay originally appeared in Minding Nature, Vol. 6, No.
2 (May 2013).
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This capacity to take the long view, moreover, holds ethical
import. Informing our prevailing conception of responsibility is a specific phenomenology of agency that emphasizes, or
“gives experiential primacy,” to short-term effects rather than
to remote ones. Thus, when consequences or outcomes are
generated by an (often wide) array of agents and unfold over
time, our sense of agency diminishes; that is, we see ourselves
as implicated very little, if at all.38 Ecological subjects should
have a sense, then, of individuality but also of solidaristic and
long-reaching agency.
Finally, ecological subjects should have well-developed abilities when it comes to exercising critical social reflexivity. This
is crucial for purposes of assessing our situatedness, the nature
and extent of our connections, and, in turn, our responsibilities. While a fuller discussion is beyond the scope of my project
here, elsewhere I argue in favor of the view that “differences in
kind and degree . . . correlate with an agent’s position within
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Connecting the Dots:
Occupy Times Square,
Unsettle Imaginations
JULIANNE LUTZ WARREN
Introduced by Curt Meine

I like to think that all of us, in these days of reckoning with
complex social and environmental problems, are making
the necessary connections in (and between) our hearts
and minds. I like to think that our collective pandemic experience is providing some pause during which that work
proceeds, consciously and subconsciously. Emerging diseases, climate and ecosystem disruption, economic disparity, historic injustice, structural racism, political polarization, food insecurity, other hard realities—none can be
addressed in isolation. We are living and dying at their
intersections. I hope that, while we all mask and shelter
and zoom, we are figuring things out, recognizing that
our systemic problems demand systemic solutions, which
in turn demand attention to connection.
There is ample evidence that this is urgent and that it
is happening; public discourse is finally addressing root
causes. The explanatory power of interdisciplinary critical
thinking and well-crafted narrative has never been more
needed or more evident. Yet, there is also a dark side
to this need. The conspiracist also connects dots, not to
examine or explain reality, but to reinforce one’s position
within it. In his classic 1964 essay, “The Paranoid Style
in American Politics,” historian Richard Hofstadter recognized this: “The paranoid seems to have little expectation
of actually convincing a hostile world, but he can accumulate evidence in order to protect his cherished convictions from it.” In their own perverse way the purveyors of QAnon appeal to the dot-connecting need, with
all the amplification that the internet can provide. This is

the difference between merely connecting imagined dots
and, in Wendell Berry’s rich phrase, “solving for pattern.”
It is for these reasons that I have selected Julianne Lutz
Warren’s article, “Connecting the Dots: Occupy Times
Square, Unsettle Imaginations,” as an especially valuable piece to revisit at this time. In this sweeping essay,
Warren (a CHN Fellow) connected her personal geographies and experiences to illuminate the convergence of
climate change, social and economic justice, landscape,
history, capitalism, and imagination. Hers is an exercise in
self-critical, creative dot-connecting and pattern-solving.
She connects herself through self-examination: “I cannot
hide from my own family’s legacy of chasing the American
dream, of gaining riches by means of industrial, capitalist,
fossil-fuel-driven land uses, by which I have been privileged.” And she connects her imagination to her activism: “I believe that we need fresh, creative dreamscapes,
grounded in the realities of the beautiful, fertile ground,
of where and what hometowns should be.”
Warren noted that in 2012 that “Earth’s atmosphere contains proportionately more greenhouse gases than it has
at any other point in humanity’s existence”—392 parts
per million. Today the concentration stands at 419 ppm.
In our time of convergent crises, the need to connect dots
and solve for pattern, with rigor and vision and grace, is
more urgent than ever. It underlies any meaningful efforts
to dismantle corrupt systems and regenerate healthy
ones. Julianne Warren provided a compelling and prescient statement for our times.
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O

ctober 29, 2012: This is the eighty-third anniversary of Black Tuesday, the day that the stock market
crashed in 1929, ushering in the Great Depression

the ruby-red bleachers, the now iconic structure that cost $19

and the Dust Bowl years. As I awaited Hurricane Sandy, I

vista from which people may experience an adrenaline-pump-

walked Tess, my terrier, along the wall of Central Park near

ing dose of simulated hope. For us, the stairs become part of

West 103rd Street, which was barricaded by city authorities to

the backdrop, and we position our message for a photo shoot

keep people safe from falling tree limbs. Up and down the side-

from the ground. Our photographer is hidden above the dazzle

walk, Tess and I were pelted by acorns as wild gusts blasted

behind the tinted glass of a nearby hotel. Next, we shuffle

through the oaks lining the streets. Pumped with adrenaline,

around together, keeping the parachute-dispatch level until we

we dashed up and down the sidewalk for a few minutes and
then, finally, stopped. I shivered slightly.
Sounds of trees—full of
nuts percussing the cement—
planted seeds of fear.
A couple of days earlier in the park, I watched a single, tiny
Winter Wren—whose bright voice can slice through dark
springtime woods—with quiet intent, picking tiny flower seeds
out of the soil near my feet.
October 28, 2012: One day earlier and three hours before the
NYC subways went through an “orderly” shut down at 7 p.m.
to help keep people safe during the incoming Hurricane Sandy,
I took the 1 train to 42nd Street where a group had assembled
in Times Square to take a stand, refusing to yield our imaginations to bad dreams. We would not yield our faith and ideals—
our hopes—to the numbers of the stock ticker flashing above
our heads, which glowed with undiminished brightness. We
would not yield our memories and expectations to the images
shimmering above us at Times Square; the high-resolution,
gargantuan visions of girls in sexy underwear and boys with
big feet in high-performance sport shoes. These images seduce
us to dissociate from our selves, real sex, the earth beneath our
feet, the actual stars in the sky, flocks of birds migrating beyond

million to build despite economic crisis in 2008, where visitors
have since competed with each other in climbs to the top—a

are in line with the “Earthcam,” which takes in a shifting live
aerial view of Times Square. For a few minutes END CLIMATE
SILENCE competes onscreen with the bewitching, half-naked,
well-shod fantasy world environing us.
I discovered, however, that I needed help to keep from
being lured in.
Recite birdsongs. Quit
the big, flat screen. Wrinkle out
of pretend. Breathe free.
I discovered afresh my own desire to watch my disembodied
self ascend into limelight to be watched and desired by others
who wanted the same thing for their incorporeal selves. I
became more interested in craning my neck to see if I could see
myself on the screen than in the message I was holding in my
hands. Not a moment too soon, the parachute-holders, some
with smiles for passersby and some with their eyes closed as
in prayer, began chanting together, at the top of our voices,
“HURRICANE IN OCTOBER, CLIMATE SILENCE MUST BE
OVER.” For a dose of reality, recite these threshold numbers
published this past August in Rolling Stone in an article by
climate change activist Bill McKibben:
n “2” is the utmost number of degrees Celsius the global

average temperature can rise above the Holocene average

the clouds, and the people standing right beside us. We would

if we are to have any expectation that Earth will maintain

resist the engulfment of our hopes into that “sponsored dream-

conditions to which we have become long adapted.

scape.” We would choose to be grown-ups, standing amidst
sparkling kiosks that advertise Coca Cola (recycle), NBA2K13,
and Rock of Ages, Annie, Book of Mormon, Wicked, and War
Horse—all against a leaden sky. It would be that leaden sky
itself that would occupy our minds. Our message is this: END
CLIMATE SILENCE.
These words were painted with black paint on a duty-reassigned
U.S. Army-issued parachute. Just the right number of people

n “565” is the maximum number of gigatons of fossil fuels

we can burn by mid-century and have any expectation
of staying under that two-degree temperature limit (at
current rates we will blow throw this in sixteen years).
n “2795” is the still-rising number of gigatons of oil and gas

in proven reserves (valued at $27 trillion) that fossil fuel
companies intend to sell to us. This means that we need
to keep at least 80 percent of that underground.1

in a circle of hands faced each other and held the edges of the

The 2012 presidential debates between President Barack

pink fabric taut so the message—END CLIMATE SILENCE—

Obama and Mitt Romney were the first since 1988 not to

was clear against the blue-painted concrete near the bottom of

include at least some mention of climate change. The oil and
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gas industry donated over five million dollars to their cam-

past century. This means that the atmosphere holds at least 4

paigns (Obama, $705,373; Romney, $4,748,461), buying their

percent water vapor on average, which tends, after evaporat-

silence, or worse, their decency. Obama’s better decisions

ing from arid places, to be dumped as rain deluges on already

seemed twisted. In an amazing triumph for the people who

wet areas.

2

had clamored against it, Obama, at the start of the year, denied
the needed presidential permit on the Keystone XL pipeline in
order to more fully assess its likely health and safety consequences. Romney strongly criticized Obama’s decision because
he believed that it opposed the national interest in jobs and
economic growth. Meanwhile, Forbes Magazine reported the
same day that prices for crude oil in the areas that the pipeline would serve were “artificially low,” because major oil companies like Exxon Mobil, British Petroleum (BP), and Conoco
Philips could not get the oil to their refineries around the Gulf
Coast fast enough. This was a bold complaint from an industry that, fewer than two years earlier, had been responsible
for spilling billions of gallons of oil into the Gulf of Mexico.
In June 2010, Obama said that this disaster was as profoundly worldview-shaping as 9/11. It continues to profoundly
spiral outward, sickening reaches of the ocean, shorelines,
and thousands of people (or more) in a poisonous chain that
is also cycling inland. Nonetheless, in the second presidential
debate, although Obama insisted on the importance of developing “clean energy,” he and Romney engaged in what can
only be viewed as a radically bizarre contest to demonstrate
which of them was more pro-drilling and mining. Throughout
the campaign debates, neither candidate talked openly about
climate change.

This election year is in the running for the warmest year ever in
the continental United States. Extreme drought in the Midwest
has destroyed winter wheat and corn and soybeans. Ten days
before Hurricane Sandy, I sat atop a hill in Birmingham,
Alabama, where I was attending a family wedding. I was hosted
generously and comfortably behind panoramic glass windows,
from where I watched dust cloud up the parched air, blowing
across from the Dakotas. While average ocean surface temperatures have risen over one degree Fahrenheit over the past
decade and a half, this year temperatures in some areas of the
mid-Atlantic were five or more degrees warmer than average,
creating conditions for hurricanes to travel farther north, bringing more destructive winds and flooding rains. Four months
ago, I watched everything go dark as seventy-mile-per-hour
winds and downpours erupted across Virginia during the June
2012 “super derecho,” blowing out power and leaving many of
us without running water for more than a week. On October
28, I—along with millions of others—was waiting for the arrival
of what meteorologists called “the biggest storm ever to hit the
U.S. mainland.”
As I prepared for this storm, I felt fear. But I also felt relatively well insulated, ensconced on the second floor of a sturdy
brick building with few windows, a flushing toilet, and drink-

No policy discussion makes sense apart from the reality of
climate change, however, which has arisen from extreme landuse practices encouraged in the United States. Industrial-era
land uses, particularly “Green Revolution” agriculture and forestry, have diminished Earth’s biodiversity, which maintains
the gaseous composition of the atmosphere to which we have
become accustomed. We—foremost, settler-colonizers—appropriate deeply buried, ancient, carbon-rich fossil life as fuel
to burn in order to grow food and textiles, manufacture plastics
and nylons, pave parking lots and streets, and drive cars. This
has pumped tons upon tons of carbon dioxide directly into the
air. Now, Earth’s atmosphere contains proportionately more
greenhouse gases than it has at any other point in humankind’s
existence. Amounts of carbon dioxide, the top greenhouse gas,

able water. More than a billion people don’t have clean water
on a daily basis, and those suffering most bodily from climate
change are not those responsible for bringing it about. America
makes up about 4 percent of the world’s population, holds
nearly 34 percent of its household wealth—also unjustly distributed3—and has contributed at least 25 percent of industrial-era accumulated global greenhouse gas emissions, which
are trapping heat in the atmosphere.4 I knew that my privilege
made me complicit with all of this. White people, in particular, have profited materially from this fossil fuel–driven Times
Square economy, a system that measures value in ciphers and
tickles, but not love. Therefore, in this hurricane, my fear was
something deserved as a beneficiary of a racist system brutalizing others—a pathology eventually coming for oppressors, too.

are at 392 parts per million and rising, already well above 350

I surrounded myself with bowls of clean tap water to drink and

ppm, the likely threshold ushering in disruptive or catastroph-

wash with if the power went out. The clean water surrounding

ic changes in ecosystems and human societies alike. The over-

me was cradled in porcelain, pottery bowls, and copper pots. I

abundance of greenhouse gases has already raised the Earth’s

push a lever and, carried by clean water, my waste flows away

global average temperature about 0.8 degrees Celsius over the

from me to somewhere else. I turn on the faucet and fresh
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water flows to me from somewhere else. The water that sur-

before train service was cut off into New York. I also had to

rounded me at home in Manhattan on the eve of Hurricane

rescue Tess, then a tirelessly playful three-month-old puppy,

Sandy had flowed through pipes to the city from reservoirs to

and our pocketbook from $70/day boarding fees. It turned out

the north, including the Gilboa Dam on Schoharie Creek. This

that she had picked up giardia while she was held in her kennel,

river governs Prattsville, New York, in the Catskill Mountains.

something I would learn while holed up in my apartment as the

This is my family’s historic hometown in lands annexed, strate-

skies turned greenish that night.

gically and violently, from Mohican and Munsee Peoples—that
is, from the Stockbridge-Munsee Community Band of Mohican
Indians and relatives.5

It turned out that Irene’s center bypassed Manhattan. We had
very strong winds and rains and it was tough enough, but New
Yorkers celebrated relief after the storm. It wasn’t until the

OCCUPY THE WHITE HOUSE, UN-OCCUPY
PRATTSVILLE

August 27, 2011: My husband and I, traveling from our places
of work, joined up at St. Stephen’s Church in Washington, DC,
on August 27th. We reunited for a training session prior to
taking part in a peaceful action of disobedience, during which
we would be sitting down at the White House fence in protest
against the building of the Keystone XL pipeline. We were
planning, along with at least one hundred others that day (and
hundreds more over the course of two weeks of action), to be
arrested for this cause.

next day that I learned that Irene had occupied my family’s
hometown of Prattsville, NY. A few days later, I arrived in front
of what had been the home of my father, my grandparents, and
my great-grandparents.
After my grandparents died, their children had sold their home
to the Dutch Reformed Church, where my maternal grandfather served as a pastor for a short time. Though flooded to
the second floor, the house was one of the few structures still
standing after Irene. Gutted, the new pastor and her family
were already working on restoring this historic monument
that was built by nineteenth century architect A.J. Downing

The 1,700-mile pipeline, if built and operated as planned,

as an Episcopal manse in “Gingerbread Gothic.” Downing had

would pump nearly 900,000 million barrels of crude oil daily

shaped it as a cross, and it was sited across the street from

through some of the world’s most fertile growing areas, sit-

another colonial landmark, the country mansion and now-ded-

uated between the boreal forests of Alberta Canada and the

icated museum of Colonel Zadock Pratt, who had also helped

Gulf Coast. These include Tribal Lands of Oceti Sakowin. The

fund the old manse’s construction. Pratt was, by all reports, an

Keystone project would mobilize strip-mining of hundreds

industrious, ambitious, rich, patriotic, and generous man.

of thousands more acres of those vast northern forests. It
would further disrupt kinship relations of First Nations and
Indigenous Peoples with Caribou, Lynx, and the 30 percent of
North American birds who breed there.6 The White-throated
Sparrow, arriving in the fall to Lenapehoking—lands taken by
New York—who sings tunefully through the winter, is one of
them. Its numbers have already declined 30 percent in the past
forty years. Mining destroys the forest, fouls the soils, pollutes
the Athabasca River and other waterways, leaches poisons into
the groundwater with consequences potentially rippling over
years for miles. It is also a deep graveyard of ancient fossil
life, full of carbon. Profanely killing, mining, and burning here
would also lead to—in the words of NASA scientist James
Hansen—“game over for the climate.”

7

The formal arrest action scheduled for the day after the training (August 28th), however, was cancelled out of respect for the
persons of the police and others preparing for Hurricane Irene,

Born in 1790, Pratt worked at odd jobs and trained in the
tannery business until 1824, when he had carefully saved
enough capital to open his flagship tannery, full of his own innovations, along the Schoharie Creek in the Catskills. While
the Mohicans and others surviving European diseases, wars,
and genocide were forced to keep moving, Pratt also built the
town whose legacy I inherited. As he worked, Pratt partnered
with some of the biggest names in the tannery business, congregated in an area of factories and shoe stores called “The
Swamp” in Manhattan. This area was located between what
are now Gold, Pearl, and Frankfurt Streets, some of the richest
streets in the city, steps away from Tammany Hall and the eighteenth century slave market site. Pratt, among others in the
nineteenth century leather tanning business, became elected
Tammany members and influential in politics, as well as in the
military and finance.

who was blowing in that weekend. Jim and I decided that we

Pratt succeeded in establishing himself as a leader. His

should get out of DC while we could so that he could have safe

Prattsville tannery was one of the world’s largest and most

driving conditions home to Virginia and so that I could travel

productive tanneries. Hides from Buenos Aires, furnished by
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“Swamp” men and tanned in Prattsville in 1844, were the first

production, further tapping the soil’s fertility. Furthermore,

to be proudly shipped from a New York harbor to Europe. At

Pratt’s “Swamp” tannery business in Manhattan contribut-

the same time, New York was coming to dominate (since 1827,

ed to an industry that polluted the island’s freshwater creeks

illegal) slave trading, even as many Black New Yorkers resisted

and the gleaming, spring-fed, sixty-foot-deep “Collect Pond,”

and fought back. In the winter of 1847-48, when the Mexican

turning the area into the notoriously disease-infested “Five

War stimulated demand for shoe leather, Pratt loaded up his

Points slum.” This sickening led urban developers to design

belongings in a very large sled and drove it all the way from

a system of aqueducts, beginning in 1842, to deliver clean

Prattsville downstate to the “Swamp,” behind four proud, iron-

water from elsewhere. Elsewhere would eventually include

gray horses, to help fetch his load’s highest price. Contractual

the Schoharie Creek, which would be dammed again to create

arrangements and commissions between hide and leather merchants and tanners meant that the tanners owned the capital

the Gilboa reservoir downriver past the big bend that Main
Street cuts across in Prattsville.9 Pratt also served two terms in

gain only if the leather was sold in the market for more than

Congress in the 1830s and 1840s, where he originated the bill

the hide merchants paid for it. This involved not only the val-

establishing the Department of Interior, which, among other

ue-adding process of tanning, but also knowing when to buy

things, was charged with constructing the national capital’s

and sell the leather. According to Frank Norcross’s The History

water system in Washington DC and surveying and develop-

of the New York Swamp, Pratt was skillful at both activities

ing the biological and mineral resources of the west. Pratt also

and kept excellent records to boot. His gains on tanning at the

founded the National Bureau of Statistics, a ledger recording

Prattsville factory started at about 20 percent and rose to over

the country’s profit, but ignoring the losses and enslavements

79 percent. With $100,000 of his profits, Pratt established

of human beings’ lives enmeshed with the diminished treasure

“Prattsville Bank” in 1842, and, collecting on good-judgment

of nature—the soil’s fertility, the water’s biodiversity, the land’s

loans, he doubled its assets in ten years.

capacity to renew itself, and, within a few human generations,

8

Anglo-colonizer Americans have imagined that the Earth, par-

the Anglo-occupiers themselves.

ticularly North America, is inexhaustible, thereby justifying the

Before his death in 1871, Pratt boasted that there were no poor

activities we believe will fulfill our dreams. But it turns out this

in Prattsville; however, for a complex of economic, social, and

belief is harmful because it is wrong. The Earth is resilient and

ecological reasons, the town’s prosperity was not enduring. In

creative, but neither inexhaustible nor unbreakable. Moreover,

my lifetime, I watched the town population dwindle to about

many of our desires have been downright greedy. Giving others

700, becoming increasingly poor (with an average per capita

a helping hand from time to time or even a foot up doesn’t, in

income less than $20,000) and run down. Each of my grand-

both moral and prudential terms (which turn out to be indis-

parents’ four children left the town to work and raise their

tinguishable in ecological terms), begin to justify land theft and

families elsewhere, as did many others. Many of Prattsville’s

wastage. Some of us have had too much confidence in our intel-

old Main Street houses began turning ramshackle. Church at-

lectual and physical powers even to overcome unintended con-

tendance also declined, and businesses disappeared, leaving

sequences of our activities; we think that we can get away with

the bare bones: a grocery store, a hardware store, an insurance

taking things from the Earth, increasing productivity, or finding

office, a couple of diners, perpetual yard sales, a bar, a video

replacements for things that run out. We can’t. Our dreams of

store, and a gas station. Indeed, the land is resilient; bright fall

progress have been misconceived; their hope is a scandal.

maples and sober oaks now swathe the mountains, growing in

Colonizer riches came from the wealth of the land, stolen from
Indigenous Peoples. Before Pratt arrived, earlier settlers had
reigned catastrophe on Mohicans, and also on Wolves, perceived as threats to safety and profiteering. In order to make
use of the Schoharie Creek water for his Prattsville factory,
Pratt dammed the creek. For convenience, he built Main

the thinned soils. The settlers, too, are resilient; church potlucks and local organ concerts continued to grow friendships
out of a thinned society. But the land community, over generations, had been weakened. The community had overdrawn a
shared capital of fertility by demanding land uses in scarcely
two centuries before Irene hit.

Street, cutting off a big bend in the river and crossing the

Founded upon an elevated floodplain, Prattsville has a history

river’s elevated flood plain. When the hemlocks he used for

of flooding. Lore says Pratt’s specially imported Hemlock coffin

tanning were gone after thirty years, he turned model farmer.

was washed away in a flood before he could be buried in it. My

He convinced his neighbors to follow his lead in grazing cows

great-grandmother, knowing what high waters of the Schoharie

on cutover lands and fields to profit from highest quality butter

behind the house could bring, became so fearful at times of
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spring snowmelt and summer rainstorms that my grandfather

family’s barn a few years back, we discovered a long pair of

would drive her to the next town for safekeeping. Irene came in

tongs and a wooden plunger, tools of the nineteenth-century

the fall, and she was of uncommon power. Five hundred miles

tanning trade, sitting side-by-side with a huge slab of Hemlock,

across, the storm blew in with over fifty-mile-per-hour winds,

my great-grandfather’s feed store receipts, and a gas-driven

shedding more than a foot of rain within twenty-four hours.

Model-T car starter key. I cannot hide from my own family’s

Several factors loaded the situation for historic disaster, including the local mountain geology and season; complications
to stream flow created by the Gilboa Reservoir just downstream
(and Blenheim-Gilboa hydroelectric dam four miles farther
down); and the colonial history of de-peopling, deforestation,
and overgrazing, with lag effects for generations. Eroded soil,
less organic matter, and less vegetation holding the soil in
place means that land generally soaks up less rainfall so more
runs downhill, filling waterways. Soils with less vegetation also
tend to erode downhill into waterways, changing streambeds
over time and destabilizing stream equilibrium, sometimes for
generations. These factors may have increased the likelihood
of intense flooding of the creeks that flow into the Schoharie
and the Schoharie itself. Moreover, land uses that disrupt and
expose soils, by removing mature vegetation and degrading
biodiversity, also tend to release more and store less carbon
dioxide. These extreme land-use changes repeated across landscapes—along with increasing use of fossil fuels—have created
climate change, warming the Earth, including its oceans. Areas
of the Atlantic were several degrees (Fahrenheit) warmer than
average in 2011, making a storm like Irene more possible. All
of this led to the historic moment in 2011 when the Schoharie
river channel expanded into the valley in a raging torrent five
feet above the previous record flood level (which occurred in
1996) that washed away a town, “my” town.
Irene swept away houses and other buildings, like the iconic
O’Hara’s gas station, leaving no visible trace of them except a
couple of lilac bushes planted on either side of doorways no
longer present or a set of front steps leading nowhere. Irene also
swept away the soil itself; in places, it subsided under the force
of the water, leaving gaping pits. Most of the homes still stand-

legacy of chasing the American dream, of gaining riches by
means of the colonizing-capitalist, carbon-emitting land uses
by which I have been privileged. This dream undermined the
land community and the whole town, contributing, too, to
climate change sufferings of neighbors as close by as next door
and as far away as the other side of the world, including children and those yet-to-be-born.
A FEMA tent was set up across from Pratt’s house, advertising help in accessing government resources. The Huntersfield
Christian Training Center was feeding people, and its members
were aiding neighbors in mucking out homes that people wanted
to save. In fact, there were volunteers from all over the country
here to help out, including Black persons, none of whom I had
ever seen here before. Vivid, too, in my memory of those few
days after Irene are the ceaseless, grinding noises. Drowning
out all else were the roars of generators and industrial vacuums
and the huge vehicles being used to haul away debris. The impression of the destruction and the accumulated noise level of
the machinery throbbed in my head, and I started feeling sick.
I walked up the street to the edge of town and climbed up Pratt
Rock, from the top of which is a panoramic view of the valley
and the Schoharie carving through it. This is an iconic place
where Pratt had arranged to have his memorial history chiseled in the stone cliff—figures of Hemlock trees, work horses, a
scroll symbolizing the National Bureau of Statistics, a big arm
with a hand curled around a sledgehammer.
I could still hear the machinery from the top of the cliff as I
looked down over the river, which was still torrential and
clouded with soil, though mostly withdrawn now from the
valley plain, leaving swaths of silt behind in which new things
might grow. Town Supervisor and gas station heir Kory O’Hara

ing were sentenced with white papers reading “Condemned.”

responded to reporters in the aftermath of the storm with his

In front of my aunt’s former—now condemned—home was an

ed to rebuild. In spite of this can-do zeal; in spite of New York

old Better Homes and Gardens issue on landscaping, upside

Governor Cuomo’s promise that the government would make it

down in the mud. I noticed that under the layer of silt depos-

possible to rebuild Prattsville “better than ever before”; in spite

ited by the flood, a few zucchinis survived in my grandparents’

of all the grief of the souls who had lived through the storm

former backyard, gnawed on by some small animals. I remem-

and who had stuck with this town through thick and thin and

bered finding Easter eggs hidden in that garden and eating its

were planning to do so now; in spite of my own broken love

spring peas cooked in milk and sweet butter. I remembered

for this place, I do not believe that this town should continue

how much I loved my grandparents; I was grateful to them and

growing on this floodplain valley as it has, nor do I believe that

missed them a lot. I remembered that when we cleaned out the

it should have ever developed here as it did. I believe that love
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for this place means not so much settler abandonment as with-

or oily. The puppy was grinning, free to kick up her heels in the

drawal. It means supporting liberation of land and waters from

now-muffled valley between the towering apartment buildings

colonial occupation; ongoing abolitionism; and Stockbridge-

and the American Museum of Natural History where we then

Munsee, Band of Mohican Indians, and other Indigenous rela-

lived. As the day unfolded, conditions became less pleasant on

tions’ self-determination, including reparations.

the streets. As for the people who had slept in Liberty Plaza

10

At the top of the cliff, I turned away from the dramatic vista.
Tess, as disoriented as I was, seemed relieved to gnaw restfully
on a tree branch and scuffle around for acorns and pebbles. I
laid my face down under a huge oak tree and closed my eyes. I
turned my ear to the ground to listen to its older, quieter, wiser
voice until it overcame the hum of the equipment below and
the nauseous pounding in my own head. My sorrow had turned
wildly defiant. I smelled the decomposing leaves atop the redbrown post-glacial soil, comforting, like warm bread. I wanted
to howl against “progress.” I wanted to howl for regenerative
hope that desires true love. I believe that we need fresh, creative dreamscapes, grounded in the realities of the beautiful,

all night in their Eureka tents, it didn’t seem that they were
kicking up their heels; rather, they were doing whatever they
could to stay warm and to keep their fabric homes from collapsing under the icy storm.
There were police vans and policemen along the fringes of the
park, and members of media with cameras, as well as tourists and city people passing by to have a look or looking away.
Across this seeming boundary, I felt as though I were peering
through the backlit windows of a family’s private residence, but
I understood that this was a community open to all. I stepped
into the maze, where no one made me feel as if I were trespassing, nor did anyone insist that I join them. Some of the tents

fertile ground, of where and what good relations should be.

for sleeping seemed like personal residences, other tarps were

OCCUPY LIBERTY PARK, WALL STREET TAKE AWAYS

tampons, soap, and the like. There was a food station, which

October 29, 2011: Strangely, another October 29th. Around
12:30 p.m., exactly one year to the day before Hurricane
Sandy’s arrival, I visited the Occupy Wall Street tent town
established September 17, 2011, in Liberty Plaza Park (a.k.a.
Zuccotti Park). It so happens that my timing corresponded
with another historic extreme-weather event in Manhattan

sheltering a comfort station distributing clothing, blankets,
smelled warm and spicy; a first-aid table; and a library. There
was an area called the Think Tank, where anyone could meet
in an orderly manner, respectfully, to speak, listen, and share
diverse opinions about anything from anarchy to xenophobia. There were two information tents where I found greeters
happy to share stories.

and other portions of the Mid-Atlantic—an “unprecedented

Standing just outside one of the open-sided information tents,

early-season winter storm,” according to the National Weather

I shared my sagging umbrella with another seeker as the fierce

Service Reports. The meteorologists stressed that it was “the

winds competed with the weight of the wet snow to overtake

first time a winter storm of this magnitude has ever occurred in
October.” This storm helped make 2011 the third wettest year
on record for Central Park (the wettest was 1983). More than a
foot of heavy snow fell. Higher-than-average ocean water temperatures, over sixty degrees Fahrenheit, kept the precipitation as rain across Long Island. But just slightly farther inland,
temperatures were cold enough to support snow, along with
gusts of up to sixty-three miles per hour in some places. The
trees in Manhattan in October were still full of leaves, which
sagged under the weight of the snow. Branches and entire boles
cracked apart and collapsed, as did hundreds of power lines,
leaving a vast number without those things we now depend on
electricity for—heat, light, communication, comfort, security,

the occupiers. One of the resident greeters in Liberty Plaza was
a young man named Justin, who was shivering under his bright
orange cap, willing to share some of his thoughts. In response
to recent criticisms that Occupy lacked solid objectives, he
replied that the purpose of the tent town was to build community; though, he admitted, if someone donated some sheltered
space, that could be okay, too. Justin explained how, when he
was unemployed, he had relied on government aid and then
fell into the hands of a dentist who had taken advantage of
that resource. The dentist had him return for various procedures, which, rather than promoting his health, had harmed
him. Justin lost both the enamel on his teeth and his trust. He
explained to me his understanding of how money power had

and the rest. Several people died during the storm.

breached Wall Street well before 9/11. After the terrorist attack,

It was Tess’s first snowfall. We were up very early. The doormen

This makes the actual locale less of a potential direct target for

had not shoveled yet in this wealthy neighborhood; snow on the

terrorists and reduces concern over it shutting down amidst

sidewalks was glistening, without shoeprints, not yet yellowed

natural disasters. Justin believed that this change was already

trading had become increasingly electronic and international.
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unfolding anyway. In any case, it was easy to think about 9/11

Not long before this merger, in 1946, the chairman of Chase

and to feel my own erosion of trust and confidence in my in-

Bank, a member of the famously wealthy Rockefeller family,

heritance of empire when standing there in the absence of the

was appointed on behalf of the World Trade Corporation,

World Trade Center Towers. It was also not difficult to be wary

just authorized by the New York State Legislature, to explore

of the nature we’d whipped up as the fast-moving hull sheers of

the feasibility of a World Trade Center to be situated in lower

granite clouds heaved waves of icy water in our faces.

Manhattan. The initial aim was to encourage port and maritime

The now-gaping pit of the former twin skyscrapers are one di-

financial service companies. In 1958, another Rockefeller,

agonal block northwest of Liberty Plaza. The New York Stock
Exchange is southeast, two blocks away. Wall Street—named
for a walled river-connecting path built by seventeenth century
Dutchmen in an unsuccessful effort to keep Lenape and unwanted others out of their settlement—runs east and west,
two blocks south. The former English-named Collect Pond-

activities, though that mission would shift to housing wealthy
the then-vice chair of Chase Manhattan Bank, announced the
master plan for the complex. The New York Stock Exchange
was one of its earliest tenants. Sited near the Hudson River
and resting within a deep “bathtub” foundation specially prepared to keep out groundwater, the World Trade Center was
dedicated in 1973. The redoubtable twin towers, though soon

turned-Five-Points-Slum is about ten blocks due northeast,

overtopped, debuted as the tallest buildings in the world. By

now overtopped by City Hall and Foley Park among other

1987, the World Trade Center began generating a profit of

structures extending into present-day Chinatown; Canal

$187 million a year. In the summer of 2001, the World Trade

Street, the spine of Chinatown, runs along a canal originally

Center was sold to a private owner, Larry Silverman, for over

dug to enhance the outlet stream of Collect Pond. It was used

$3 billion, the largest real estate deal in New York history.

to drain the waterlogged mess of the filled-in pond area and
to carry sewage and other waste into the Hudson River. This
pattern of dumping would soon turn miles of the river poison.
From Liberty Plaza, the glass-gleaming architectural masterpiece of Chase Manhattan Plaza is about one block due southeast. Chase Manhattan Bank started out as a ruse for a water
company in the wake of the tanners and others who left behind
the sickening Collect Pond and moved their activities over to
the “Swamp.” The innovative proposal of former U.S. senator
and soon-to-be Vice President of the United States Aaron Burr
was chosen by the city of New York and received funding in
1799. His written plans involved piping water through hollow
logs from an untapped source north of lower Manhattan.

Just six weeks after Silverman’s purchase, two commercial passenger jets, hijacked and flown by men claiming Islamic holy
war, flew into the World Trade Center Towers. The first hit the
north tower at 8:46 a.m., the second hit the south tower sixteen
minutes later.11 The 9/11 World Trade Center attacks ruthlessly
annihilated thousands and sickened countless other persons—
all loved by others and loving others—yet did not annihilate a
swindling America of “Manifest Destiny.” The New York Stock
Exchange closed, undergoing its longest hiatus since the Great
Depression/Dust Bowl-era banking crisis of 1933, and did not
reopen until September 17 (ten years to the date before Occupy
Wall Street would be born). On that day, firefighters, police,
and public officials were there to ring the opening bell on the

What Burr’s newly established Manhattan Company actually

trading floor.

did was pipe water from a contaminated well under the Collect

Liberty Plaza Park, owned by Brookfield Properties, had been

Pond to a reservoir on Chambers Street, in front of where the
Courthouse now stands, and from there to homes in lower
Manhattan, for a fee. In fierce competition with Alexander
Hamilton, whom he later killed in a duel, Burr used the money
he saved on actually providing clean water to New Yorkers to
break up Hamilton’s Bank of New York monopoly by founding the “Bank” of the Manhattan Company, housed at 40 Wall
Street—a bank also profiting from slavery and slave trading.
In 1955, more than a century after Burr allegedly conspired to

buried by the Towers’ collapse under a pile of rubble. It became
a parking site for emergency vehicles and was reopened in
2005 with freshly planted locust trees and tulips, renamed for
Brookfield Corporation’s chairman, John Zuccotti. A zoning
agreement with the city, allowing Brookfield to build extra
square feet and, in return, requiring Brookfield to welcome
the public into its outdoor space, arguably made the OWS
tent town legal and open to scrutiny. The spirit of openness
is antithetical to Wall Street’s historic economic culture,

start his own country out west and was arrested for treason (but

which, from the seventeenth century to the present, has been

later acquitted), his Bank of Manhattan merged with Chase

rooted in senses of entitlement, protectionism, and secrecy

Bank, becoming the second largest financial institution in the

dosed with selfishness and greed. The early Wall Street path,

nation, scraping the sky to help revive the financial district.

joining the banks of Manhattan’s two major rivers, quickly
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became a thoroughfare for businesses, warehouses, church-

in generations.”12 Occupy stands up for alternatives to danger-

es, and indeed, even America’s first National Capital (now

ous dichotomous thinking—merely a choice between the “free

Federal Hall), where George Washington was inaugurated as

market,” which ordains a few as the worthy rich and the many

its first president in 1789. In 1792—around the time the Five

as their poorer workers, or something like economic jahiliyya

Points mess developed with rising thousands clamoring for

that condemns those stepping outside that global corporate

clean water and dying from waterborne diseases—twenty-four

economy to shame and brutality. What those alternatives are

wealthy stockbrokers secretly congregated around a button-

remains a question that must be answered in multiple, overlap-

wood tree (i.e., Sycamore) to discuss how the few of them could

ping ways, informed by social and climate justice (which, eco-

control the financial securities business. This exclusive group

logically and morally, turn out to be the same thing). “Another

of twenty-four men agreed to a minimum rate of a quarter

world is possible,” the friends of OWS call out, “We are the 99

percent commission on the value of any traded security, giving,

percent! We will no longer tolerate the greed and corruption of

as they wrote in a jointly signed compact, “a preference to each

the 1 percent.” It is that 1 percent who currently control around

other in our negotiations.” Others would later join in the nego-

40 percent of “global assets” and who dominate the industries

tiations by paying in.

and large-scale activities that are pushing atmospheric carbon

Around the time well-financed land companies were calling for
complete removal of Native Peoples from colonial New York

dioxide above 350 ppm, which is leading everyone—the 100
percent—toward catastrophe.

State alongside ongoing trade in abducted African persons, the

Fossil-free, market-free, self-renewing power is what makes

buttonwood group was writing their first constitution. In 1817

the voices of the OWS/climate-justice movement audible above

they established rules for buying and selling bonds and shares

the din of the dominating system’s machinery. A group gathers

of companies, thus creating the New York Stock Exchange.

that is too big for a lone human voice to encompass or in an

In 1893, about a generation after Pratt’s 1871 death, a group

area with too much noise to be transcended by a single person’s

of mostly New York “Swamp” businessmen established U.S.

speech. The words of a speaker are repeated by those nearby

Leather as one of America’s largest corporations. The new

who can hear them. This amplifies the sound both outward

company specialized in Hemlock-tanned sole leather, con-

to the crowd and inward to the individual. When you repeat

trolling 75 percent of its manufacture at the time. In 1896,

someone else’s words, they tend to penetrate your mind in a

“U.S. Leather preferred” became one of the original twelve

deeper way. An effective people’s mic orator tended to speak

companies comprising the Dow Jones Industrial Average,

only a few syllables at a time, maybe seven or so, creating a sort

which began publicly monitoring the ups and downs of stocks;

of street poetry of punchy rhythm, resonant decibels, and thick

in other words, collectively monitoring “the market.”

meaning that invites everyone into participating. In certain as-

Convincing people to invest in growing companies’ wealth
meant luring them to compete for stocks and bonds and to
trust brokers, bankers, and all others who profit most from
managing finances. This system leads to transactions that are
distanced from money owners’ consciences, the sources of
actual materials being manufactured and sold, and neighborly
community relationships. This meant building an assimilationist system also preying on settler-occupiers’ hopes and dreams,
digesting them into the flesh of an economic body that could
never be satiated. It meant creating modern dreamscapes that
alienate people not only from their own capital, but also from
real-life interdependencies.

semblies, listeners may “twinkle,” that is, wave their fingers up
in agreement or down in disagreement, communicating an immediate read on the group’s disposition. Because OWS ideas of
justice include listening respectfully to others, the mic is open
to all. Those who want to speak get on “stack,” and each person
in line generally is expected to yield the floor to the next within
a few minutes. In contrast, on the historic trading floor of the
New York Stock Exchange over wires and air waves, voices
shout to be heard, and numbers shimmer in finger-tip competitions above to win, to conquer, and to be the one who leaves
with the most money, faster, more and more money.
“Mic check! Mic check! Rain

The call that has fueled the courage of people to build the OWS
community has been to “fight back against the corrosive power

and snow won’t make us go! Rain
and snow won’t make us…”

of major banks and multinational corporations over the dem-

This is what the people of Occupy Wall Street recited on

ocratic process, and the role of Wall Street in creating an eco-

October 29, 2011, at Liberty Plaza Park, and it didn’t. However,

nomic collapse that has caused the greatest economic recession

the City’s government and police force were becoming
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increasingly ready to do so. At 1:00 a.m. on November 15, co-

Tess and I went out again just before Sandy’s landfall. With the

ordinated with the FBI (designating OWS as a terrorist threat),

rain and wind whipping us, I tried to imagine the well-being of

Department of Homeland Security, and big banks,

13

Mayor

Michael Bloomberg, acting on so-called charges of health and
safety violations and complaints from neighbors, commanded
the New York City police to make a secret raid on the OWS
community, supported by Brookfield security officers. They
violently cleared the park of people, arresting around two
hundred, trashing tents, tossing away sleeping bags, books,
food, clothes, bicycles—everything except dreams of other
worlds possible and a raft of friendships.

the birds, hopefully.
Wren, tiny flower
seeds eaten, wind-winged away.
Quiet. Sparrow hid.
In that place, all of us were in this together and differently, as
Central Park tossed in the gusts, Brooklyn and Queens were
pummeled, and Manhattan’s “Battery” was battered. Thousands
lost homes, begging for conversation to begin about immediate
and future restoration of these flood-prone areas. Hundreds of

OCCUPY SANDY, LIGHTS OUT REVEALS

human beings died along the storm path. For millions of sur-

October 29, 2012, continued and beyond: Almost a year later,

vivors, the power blinked off across the storm area, including

while a few of us held out our END CLIMATE SILENCE
message in Times Square, keepers of the New York City Stock
Exchange barricaded its entrance with sandbags in preparation for Hurricane Sandy. The storm, part Nor’easter, part
cyclone, was officially re-graded to “Superstorm Sandy” while
hitting the Mid-Atlantic states. Sandy was massive, spanning
hundreds of miles, sustaining record low barometric pressure, and generating winds of around eighty miles per hour,
gusting as high as one hundred miles per hour. By whatever
name, the storm was every bit as fierce as feared.14 Weather
models were remarkably accurate in tracking this storm and
some of the consequences it could bring to New York City.

15

A few days earlier, Sandy’s 110-mile-per-hour winds and rain
demolished island swaths in the Caribbean and Bahamas, including parts of Jamaica, the Dominican Republic, Haiti, and
Cuba, where there were more people already living precariously. A high-pressure cold front (perhaps related to record Arctic
sea ice melt this year altering jet stream patterns and ocean
warming) to the north turned Sandy north to northwest—an
extremely rare turn—and created havoc in Florida and on
up the coast. The eye of the storm finally came ashore near
Atlantic City, NJ, around 8 p.m. on the 29th. Not long after,
Sandy’s winds pushed seawater toward the coast, which was
already experiencing a full moon high tide cycle and sea levels
historically high due to climate change. Past records and the
built environment along the shore were smashed by the storm
surge. The surge into lower Manhattan was nearly fourteen feet
(almost four feet above the former 1960 record); salty, polluted water flooded subways, electrical power stations, natural

service to hundreds of thousands in lower Manhattan and most
of my undergraduate students at New York University, where
classes were canceled. Those in high rises lost not only lights,
but also fresh-flowing water for drinking and bathing, as well
as sewage disposal. Some cell phone transmission networks
also went down. Ground Zero, the bathtub of the still-gaping
site of the former World Trade Towers, received the raging
Atlantic. Wall Street was breached—occupied by Sandy. For the
first time since the blizzard of 1888, which had helped convince
New Yorkers to start burying transportation and other communications and power systems underground, the New York
Stock Market closed down for more than a day due to weather.
Many living farther north in Manhattan and on higher ground
farther inland again reaped luck on top of privilege. We lost
nothing much tangible that night. Though I was tense listening
to the howling wind and crashing outside my window, I mostly
slept (albeit fitfully) during the night that Sandy made landfall.
Though the Greenwich Village Halloween parade was canceled
for the first time in its thirty-nine-year history, on Halloween
day the Stock Market did reopen. And, though deserted of
people, with its pavement soaked through the storm, the sparkling kiosks in Times Square never dimmed and the advertisements flashed without interruption: Coca Cola (recycle),
NBA2K13, and Rock of Ages, Annie, Book of Mormon, Wicked,
and War Horse against a still-leaden sky. Many Broadway
shows indeed reopened. And tree-chippers, repair machinery,
police officers, and firefighters seemed to annex the streets,
their lights flashing and sirens blaring.

gas vaults, businesses, and apartment buildings, streets, and

Meanwhile, that same day, Exxon and Shell announced that they

parks. Trees crashed down, branches cracked off, and in some

made a whopping $16 billion in the recently concluded third

places, fires that could not be reached or fought engulfed entire

quarter. While awaiting the Department of Justice’s decision on

neighborhoods.

trying them for the 2010 Deepwater Horizon Gulf of Mexico oil
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spill, BP announced a “better-then-expected” third-quarter profit

out agriculture in America’s heartland, or an extreme hurricane

of $5.4 billion. This success made BP stock rise more than 3.4

swamps Manhattan. Or say both happen at once. Say more

percent in London trading. BP also boasted of its plans to “sub-

and more settler-colonizers themselves become tormented by

stantially increase exploration drilling” around the world and a

bruised trust, or worse, a world they cannot deny is no longer

new 19.75 percent stake in the Russian national oil company.

safe. Perhaps then, McKibben reflects, “even the political power

Meanwhile, elsewhere, the Northeastern Atlantic seaboard

of the industry [would be] inadequate to restrain legislators,

awoke to storm devastation intensity, made more likely thanks to

who manage to regulate carbon.” If that were to happen, then

climate change brought about by global factors that are Western-

those fossil fuel reserves would be worth a lot less, and indus-

dominated-greedy-colonizing-industrial-commodified-

try stocks “would tank.” That hasn’t happened yet, but in New

enslaving-profit-making-eco-genocidal-land-and-water-loss-

York during the week of Superstorm Sandy, Governor Andrew

effecting-fossil-fuel-driven-global-climate-change. And these

Cuomo, Senator Chuck Schumer, and Representative Jerrold

factors keep spreading virtually unchecked.

Nadler—who warned that there “will be a storm of this magni-

Exxon, BP, Gazprom, Chevron, Conoco Phillips, Shell,
Rosneft, Syncrude, Enbridge, TransCanada, Citgo, Hilcorp,
Peabody Energy, Arch, Alpha, Cloud Peak, CONSOL. The list
of members of the “rogue” fossil-fuel industry goes on. As Bill
McKibben put it without mincing words, they are “reckless like
no other force on earth.”16 He also pointed out that this industry has been subsidized by governments and banks, by Wall
Streets and Main Streets supported by investors and beneficiaries of all sorts—farmers, universities, churches, small businesses, families, and each person who hews to the status quo of
the “sponsored dreamscape” that tickles us out of a reality that
is accelerating into a nightmare. If even just a few of these fuel
companies burn just their current reserves, they alone hold
the power to carry Earth quickly over the two-degree-Celsius
threshold rise of global average temperatures, creating a world
for all that is un-imaginable.

tude again”—spoke out publicly to admit that climate change is
real. And on November 1st—five days before the 2012 presidential election—Mayor Michael Bloomberg surprised everyone
when he stepped off the fence from which he had been sharply
criticizing both candidates to endorse President Obama’s 2012
re-election. The reason: Bloomberg believed Mr. Obama was
the better candidate to tackle climate change. “Our climate is
changing,” the mayor wrote, and “while the increase in extreme
weather we have experienced in New York City and around
the world may or may not be a result of it, the risk that it may
be—given the devastation it is wreaking—should be enough to
compel all elected leaders to take immediate action.” In his acceptance speech, Obama, breaking his dangerous silence, declared: “We want our children to live in an America that isn’t
threatened by the destructive power of a warming planet.”
Those supporting democracy or, otherwise, a plurality of self-de-

Individual self-interest has contributed to this bad stew,
McKibben stresses, and it won’t unmake it. On the other
hand, moral outrage might drive us to finally work together
effectively against this common enemy. Moral outrage might
give us courage to act better, if we remember, as another bold
climate author, Naomi Klein, puts it, “GREED IS GROSS” and
“I CARE ABOUT YOU.” Moral outrage may carry us toward a
better world that may be possible, as long as we remember, in
Klein’s own words, that “in the rocky future we have already
made inevitable, an unshakable belief in the equal rights of
all people and a capacity for deep compassion will be the only
things standing between humanity and barbarism.”17 And in an
ecologically interconnected, evolutionarily co-adapted world,
deep compassion for Earth community is a good that might
become pure outrage manifest as moral relating that, in its particulars, might not harm, but heal.

termining, just, and compassionate societies, caring for children,
and inseparable Earth habitability, will subvert empire. This includes toppling “the American Dream.”18 Consider McKibben
and Klein at the end of 2012, touring twenty-one U.S. cities with
their “Do the Math” campaign to stoke love, which leads us to
recognize abuse and respond with the force of moral outrage,
thoughtfully concentrated in a strategic, already nationwide
action of fossil-fuel industry divestment, “Fossil Free.”19 They
have ignited an effort to non-violently cripple the rogue terrorists
of Earth, to send a message, while strengthening bonds between
neighbors. Superstorm Sandy may have helped END CLIMATE
SILENCE, even while generously giving a preview of some facets
of just and caring alternatives to Times Square, “the market,”
and holy wars. Clinton Hill, Sunset Park, Brighton Beach, Broad
Channel, Staten Island, Coney Island, Rockaway, the Lower East
Side—these are the names of places where “Occupy Sandy,” a
coalition of volunteers including Occupy Wall Street and the

Consider the following thought experiment: Let’s say something

climate solution group 350.org, are meeting, intent on helping

so big finally happens—for example, a sweeping drought wipes

each other help each other. There was no official decision to
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form this coalition. It just happened because, in the words of one

then Jose, then Lai followed shining the flashlight upwards for

volunteer, “This is what we do already.”

all of us. It was a bit intimidating at first, but soon we were

I visited the Lower East Side’s Chinatown this past November
1st. Though suffering less dramatically than the oceanic islands
and some other coastal areas, in this neighborhood the power
had been out since Sandy’s landfall three days earlier and would
likely remain out for a few more days at least. With subways
down, loaded with bags of water, I negotiated from my apartment one hundred and some blocks south via foot, taxi, and
bus, running for no charge, to the office of CAAAV—Organizing
Asian Communities—at Hester Street and Essex, which was
on Occupy Sandy’s list of volunteer meeting sites. There was
a stern-faced police officer watching over the never-shortening, two-block-long line on the sidewalk out front where water,
food, batteries, flashlights, and the like were distributed. There
were police everywhere. Some were directing the light street
traffic because none of the traffic lights were working; others
were patrolling the streets and sidewalks. I could hear lots of
sirens for reasons I couldn’t see. None of the businesses in
the area were open, with the exception of a few corner stores
selling basics in the dark for cash. Cell phones didn’t work well
because of some storm-related transmission troubles. Schools
were closed and so children were at home. There were a few
generators roaring, but in general, people weren’t watching
television or playing video games. It was chilly that day, but
not freezing or raining, and there were people spilling outside
into common areas where they were talking with each other,
playing street games, reading, or just sitting around. Other
people were unable to leave their buildings, particularly those
who were elderly and immobile or sick.
More experienced volunteers wearing orange vests gently
guided me to form a team with two others. One was a young
man from Madrid named Jose, a recent Columbia University
MBA whose Internet startup company office was in the neighborhood. The second was Lai, a young man from Brooklyn
who spoke Mandarin. We three headed over to a tall apartment building at the corner of Bayard and Bowery, rising out
of ground which, two hundred years ago, had been the sparkling Collect Pond abused beyond renaming it the Five Points,
to check on people who were stranded and to figure out how to
get them things they needed.
Walking past the temporary doorman, we found our way
beyond the sealed elevators to the black stairwell. There were
no windows in the stairwell or in the maze of hallways on the

laughing at how I kept wending the wrong way—into the wall
instead of the next flight. Correcting this problem, we met an
elderly man on the fourth floor who was having trouble with
his next step but seemed in friendly spirits. With consent, I put
slight pressure on his back while Jose gave him a hand forward.
Lai kept his spotlight shining on us all. The man seemed to
regain his momentum, and we all congratulated ourselves on
making the most of our new exercise regime.
I was shocked by the light flooding in when the first door
was opened by the older couple. I already had forgotten it
was daytime. It was easy to imagine, though, what it must
be like up here when the sun went down. And these people,
unable to manage the stairs, had not been out since the storm.
The husband, a man with a mature and illness-twisted face,
wearing red sweatpants and leaning on a cane, had suffered
two brain surgeries. He needed water in order to take medicine, and he and his wife also could use a new nine-volt battery
for their radio, he said. Also, their flashlight wasn’t working.
Jose asked if this couple knew how their neighbors were doing.
They weren’t sure about most of them, but they knew there
was a single woman next door. Perhaps she could use a hand.
We knocked on her door next. She peeked out cautiously. We
quickly realized that people were more likely to answer to
strangers if they heard a friendly female voice. So I became that
voice. Jose was excellent at reading need. Lai, with Mandarin,
broke the culture barrier and earned trust for us all.
As we canvassed the floor we saw glimpses of material lives
lived side-by-side, including everything from a crystal chandelier and all the furnishings to nothing but a single mattress on
the floor and two baby strollers. As Jose voiced for all three of
us, we felt most worried about those who might be behind the
doors that were not opened. After knocking on the last door,
we headed back down the stairwell with our list. We found one
of those dark-but-open corner stores and, splitting the cost
among us, spent $27 cash on a nine-volt battery, a small flashlight, and thirty-five bottles of water shipped from springs in
Maine that we carried back up the stairs to four families. This
time those doors we knocked on opened to us immediately.
When we left, the neighbors remained in the hallway talking
with each other, and Jose and Lai and I had become familiars.
And we knew that this work was only a beginning.

eighth floor where we knew that there was at least one elderly

This essay originally appeared in Minding Nature, Vol. 6, No.

couple needing help. We had a small flashlight. I went up first,

1 (Winter 2016).
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At the crux of Superstorm Sandy and Occupy Wall Street, Julianne
Lutz Warren, Ph.D. in ecology, taught in environmental studies at
New York University in the Global/Liberal Studies Program and
Environmental Studies Program. There she also co-organized with
NYU Divest: Go Fossil Free. Currently Julianne lives and writes as
a freelancer in Lower Tanana Dene Lands occupied by Fairbanks,
Alaska. You can explore her other works, developing into a
methodology of “learning first to listen,” at theunfallensilent.org.
Additional references, including re-publication updates, for
“Connecting the Dots” are available upon request.
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To and From the Common
Brick: Slow-Motion
Disaster on Chicago’s
South Side
EIREN CAFFALL
Introduced by Jeremy Ohmes

Right after the Center published this essay on urban
flooding, my basement flooded. This was a rare event
for my Northwest Side neighborhood, and it took a onehundred-year storm to send the water up my basement
drain. However, for many people—especially those on
the South Side of Chicago—every rainfall is a nerve-fraying potential disaster, and flooding is a way of life that
happens again and again and again.
Why is this? Through an incredible piece of reporting,
Eiren Caffall focuses on a family bungalow in the floodprone Chatham neighborhood. She looks at the history
of the bungalow’s common bricks to unearth Chicago’s

T

o begin, imagine a brick.
This one is vintage, sought after by collectors, made of
a unique type of clay only found from Lake Michigan

to Kankakee, Illinois; from Milwaukee, Wisconsin, to Gary,
Indiana. It is called Chicago common brick. It is pink—not
shocking pink or peony pink, but pink like well-grilled salmon,
mottled and pocked, idiosyncratic. It is anything but common.
Now imagine a wall.

geological makeup and industrial makeover. Then she
chisels away at the structural neglect and environmental racism that disproportionately harms the health and
stability of communities like Chatham—environmental
wounds that have existed for generations and are being
exacerbated by the climate crisis.
The essay is an eye-opening account of invisible disasters
that affect Chicagoans unequally and the slow violence
embedded in the city’s infrastructure. But it’s also a story
of common citizens rising up to protect the people and
places they love against the deluges of indifference and
injustice.

wall hugs the prairie ground and is covered with light powder—
efflorescence—because the bricks are melting from constant
exposure to climate change-fueled stormwater and sewage
runoff backed up through the sewer pipes into the basement.
It isn’t just happening to this one wall.
This slow-motion, mostly invisible disaster disproportionately affects the residents of Chatham, a majority African
American neighborhood on Chicago’s South Side. Once that

This one is also vintage. It is one of the four walls of a brick bun-

water backs up into the basements of their homes, it becomes

galow built in the 1920s, nearly identical to its neighbors. The

their problem, not the city’s. These floods are exacerbated by
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decades of systemic infrastructural neglect that has now been
passed onto private citizens, nearly all of them low- and middle-income African Americans.

(household/human) waste and storm drain runoff. It goes to
water reclamation plants. When those plants are at capacity, the water has only a few places to go. One of them is Lake
Michigan, the source for the city’s drinking water. Another is
the rivers. The last is back into the pipes. In Chatham, due to
a quirk of geography, those pipes empty regularly back into
private homes.
Cheryl won’t reveal many specifics about what happens when
her drains back up, but when they do, the water is storm runoff
mixed with sewage; it saturates her lawn and yard and those
around her.
Sometimes new families buy onto Cheryl’s street and fix
up their basement, only to have it ruined. Drywall sits in

Chicago Common Brick Wall

Chatham’s alleys, ripped out of refinished basements by people
inexperienced in the ways of the sewers there. Some resi-

Cheryl Watson—retired Chicago public school science teacher,
resident of Chatham, and owner of our brick—is trying to
prevent the destruction of her neighbors’ health and economic
stability by teaching them the real reasons that their basements
are full of sewage and rainwater and their bricks are melting
back into the prairie ground.

dents report maggots hatching in standing water under their
kitchens. Flooding of this kind hits household infrastructure
over and over again. It destroys furnaces and water heaters,
washing machines and dryers. It ruins carpets and drywall. It
breeds molds, all kinds—even dangerous black mold. And with
all this flooding comes loss: of property value, possessions,
peace, and health.

◆◆◆

◆◆◆

Next, imagine the lives of the people who live within the shelter

That brick wall is connected to the vulnerabilities of the

of that brick.

larger region.

Cheryl Watson and her family weren’t the first people it sheltered. “This area was an industrial area, so you had laborers
who were living here: German, Irish, Polish. So the wealthier
people had no interest in this area, in improving the infrastructure.” Watson has pictures from the early days, the alleys not
yet completed, her sturdy bungalow intact, fresh, and brand

Chatham gets more emergency flooding reports than any other
part of the South Side. Damage reports from urban flooding
from 2001 to 2011 rose disproportionately in the 60619 zip
code in which Chatham is located.
Chicago’s Center for Neighborhood Technology (CNT) is a

new, the bricks crisp.

non-profit that trains citizens to deal with the personal effects

“My parents moved into Chatham in 1957, to a bungalow, an

track its costs. CNT estimates that $773 million in damages

older home even back then. My memories were of the horrible
flooding with sewer backup. The damage in the basement was

of climate change on Chicago’s neighborhoods. They also
came from urban flooding in Cook County between 2007 and
2011. The National Academy of Sciences reported in 2019 that,

such that they never finished the basement. Every spring we

between 2004 and 2015, Chicago and the surrounding cities

went through a whole gyration to throw away things that were

lost over $1.8 billion in subsidized grants, insurance payments,

damaged. This went on for years as I moved into adulthood,

and loans to people affected by flood losses.

then I was back in the home helping with my aging parents—
this was a family project.”

As the Chicago Tribune reported recently, “Only hurricane-ravaged areas of coastal Louisiana, New York, and Texas received

It is a neighborhood project, too.

more federal flood aid during the decade.”

In Chicago, the Metropolitan Water Reclamation District, or

In Illinois, the Illinois Department of Natural Resources

MWRD, manages a sewer system that takes on both sanitary

(IDNR) found that 90 percent of flooding occurred outside
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of any FEMA-designated flood maps, which means that those

overflow. That same report quotes a study that estimates that

floods happened mostly on property not near rivers or lakes—

“increased storm events will lead to an increase of up to 120%

houses are flooding from the inside, and they can’t be insured

in combined sewer overflows into Lake Michigan by 2100.”

against that.

Watson worries about this, too. The preparations the city has

Climate collapse changes everything everywhere. But in the

made don’t “really address the problems that are happening now

Midwest the major effects are grouped into problems of heat

[with climate change]. My sump pump is working overtime.”

and problems of water.
In 1995, a devastating heat wave struck Chicago, resulting in
more than eight hundred deaths, mostly in vulnerable Black
and brown elderly populations on the South Side. That disaster changed things. The city created contingency plans, added
cooling centers, tried remediation through additional tree
planting, improved disaster preparedness, and changed first

“Over time I began to notice an increase,” she says. “I put in a
check valve to help with that, but with climate change issues,
we were having more frequent problems. I started getting
flooding in the yard. My house and my two neighbors’, coming
down the basement stairs.”
Cheryl Watson’s losses are like the losses of her neighbors.

response protocols. But in the case of water, it has prepared for
a world outside the accelerant of climate change.
In 1975 the city began work on the so-called Deep Tunnel, a
citywide response to lack of capacity for sewer and stormwater overflow. The final phase was completed a few years ago—a
$4 billion, 109-mile system of pipes excavated from dolomitic
limestone at depths reaching 350 feet below ground, running
toward giant reservoirs—cavernous rectangles cut into the
landscape, some formed from quarries. Designed to prevent
flooding in 1.5 million structures and handle the next hundred
years of rain, it may already have reached capacity.
There are nationwide assessments of urban flooding, but the
Midwest, not traditionally affected by hurricanes, has been

◆◆◆

Watson’s wall holds up a Chicago institution: the brick bungalow.
The bungalow, a classic design from the turn of the last
century, is a staple of Chicago neighborhoods, so plentiful that
city planners refer to the areas in which they predominate as
the Bungalow Belt—a threading, twisting ring surrounding the
city from the South Side to the north, stronger in some places,
weaker in others.
In Chatham, the bungalows belong to the rich tradition of the
Black working and middle class—the same Black working and
middle class that spawned Michelle Obama, for example.

largely overlooked. However, the National Climate Assessment
(NCA) has surveyed multiple problems in the region, noting
the centrality of its population centers, food, and travel
infrastructure.
Flooding is a key issue. This is reflected in the fact that 2019 has
been a year of unprecedented rainfall across the Midwest, with
the water level in the combined Lake Michigan–Lake Huron
watershed thirteen inches higher than it reached in 2018, according to the United States Army Corps of Engineers.
The problem of storm sewers comes up in the NCA report, and
it further cites an Environmental Protection Agency estimate
that “more than 800 billion gallons of untreated combined
sewage released into the nation’s waters annually.” In many

Chicago Bungalows. Photo credit: Steven Martin

ways the report describes a return to the infrastructure collapses of the nineteenth century—the ones that gave birth to the
brick city on the marshes. The Great Lakes provide drinking

Cheryl’s parents bought the bungalow with its pink brick when

water to more than 40 million people, and those lakes are often

they moved up from the South, part of a great wave of the Black

responsible for taking in the excess stormwater and sewage

diaspora in the United States seeking jobs and land and dignity
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away from Jim Crow, landing in a community where most of

Chicago common brick is a material deeply linked to the geo-

the other owners had the same story and a collective approach

logic and city planning history of Chicago. At the end of the last

to building fresh prevailed, even if they had to return to an un-

Ice Age, Glacial Lake Chicago—the result of melting glaciers

officially segregated neighborhood to get it.

that remade the hilly Midwest into its current lush, flat green-

Chicago has seventy-seven community areas, from Rogers Park
in the north to Hegewisch in the south. Each one’s character
is determined by history, racial and ethnic composition, and

ness—finally began to recede. As it did, there were remnants:
eskers, kames, fill, sand, erratic boulders, and lowered earth,
damped down by the pressure of ice.

proximity to manufacturing. Chatham, just ten miles south

Low ground like that is wonderful at creating wetlands—

of Chicago’s downtown Loop, began its life as a marshy area

vibrant and essential ecosystems that breed fish and birds and

called “Mud Lake” or “Hog’s Lake,” part of the wetland ecosys-

insects, harbor unique plants, and allow water filtration. They

tem surrounding the riverine waterways adjacent to the Great

are both the birthplaces and the last resting places of rivers.

Lake to the east.

Wetlands aren’t sexy. They can vacillate between wet and dry

Because of the marsh, development was slow. The railroads
came first, then a watch factory, but the neighborhood didn’t
have much of an industrial life until 1900, when steel plants
began going up along the Calumet River and the shores of Lake
Michigan. Waves of immigration slowly altered it all through
that century—Italian stonemasons, then Irish workers, then
Swedes, then Jews—until the 1950s, when everything changed.
In 1950, the population of Chatham was 1 percent Black, but by

land, making them unsuitable for building, better for rice cultivation than dairy and cattle farming. They flood, making
planting tricky. Worse, they breed mosquitos, which used to
breed malaria.
In the Midwest, malaria was devastating in the early years of
white settlement, and it continued to be common until DDT
was deployed to destroy the mosquitoes that carried it around
the military bases supplying troops for World War II. By 1949,

1960, it was 63.7 percent.

when malaria was declared eradicated in the United States,

Chatham drew Black residents who were focused on com-

been made in just two years. But for the earliest settlers, the

munity, neighborhood organizations, and home ownership.
Throughout its heyday, it was home to Black-owned businesses, including Johnson Products Company, which made Ultra
Sheen Hair Products, and Independence National Bank, the

more than 4,650,000 house spray applications of DDT had
connection to mosquitos as the source of the “ague” from
which they suffered was obscured. The link wouldn’t be made
clear until the late 1800s.

largest Black-owned bank in the United States until 1995.

For them, the fevers were associated with the place, and spe-

Chatham is still 98 percent Black. Its population is aging, like

Reynolds, who served from 1830–1834, remarked that malaria

a lot of the South Side’s residents, but with a steady median
income of $38,000 a year. This median income hasn’t shifted
much in the last few census counts, although, like much of the

cifically with “miasmatic waters.” Illinois governor John
was so linked to his state that “the idea prevailed that Illinois
was a graveyard.”

South Side, Chatham is also losing population.

Wetlands had to go, and go they did.

Like other parts of the Bungalow Belt, Chatham’s streets are

Watson remembers the wetlands that used to be part of

in a regular, orderly grid that stretches across the city limits.
Named streets run north to south; because it is the South Side,
numbered ones reach east and west. The roads are paved in
gray tarmac; there are verges in front of each home, maintained by each homeowner as per city ordinance. Mature trees
grow everywhere. But so do board-ups, vacant lots, and the evidence of infrastructural neglect.

Chatham. When she tells the story, she adds in the long view
of her neighborhood, referring casually to its geologic past, as
if for her the story of her home is still intimately connected to
the land around it.
“The water [from Glacial Lake Chicago] receded and this was
still considered a muddy area, a rural area. Even when my
parents bought here . . .. We played with turtles and ponds,
and there were even crawdads in the mud. There were even

◆◆◆

gaslights,” Cheryl Watson tells me in our phone interview.

To understand the melting of the brick, you have to imagine

“When I was growing up, this whole area was dirt roads. My

its birth.

parents, their neighbors paid to have the alleys paved. Now you
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don’t have the open woods feel to have the water absorbed into
the ground.”
Between 1780 and 1980 the United States lost sixty acres of
wetlands every hour for the entire two-hundred-year span.
Illinois, Minnesota, Iowa, Wisconsin, Indiana, Michigan, and
Ohio have lost 36 million acres of wetlands since colonization.
Those acres represent nearly one third of all wetlands lost in
the history of the United States.
But the ones surrounding Chatham and the South Side of
Chicago gave a last gift as they went—the discovery of the
layer of unique, geologically deposited clay that would become
Chicago common brick.
It is hard to build a city on the remnants of an old lakebed.
Chicago was founded on the unstable till, silt, and marsh at
the mouth of the Chicago River. That slightly malleable foundation worked for a small trading town, even a frontier city
on the make, but as it lurched toward the turn of the century,
Chicago was finding it to be a less-than-ideal basis for a metropolis. Standing water from poorly drained storms—as well
as the sewage from the river contaminating the lake and,
therefore, the city’s drinking water—led to an outbreak of
cholera in 1854 that killed 6 percent of the population. By
1856, the city fathers decided to raise the city up above the
swamp, to create new paved roadways, and to modernize

◆◆◆

Chicago treated these lower water table portions of its metropolis just like any other neighborhood. North Side water and
waste went north, sometimes as far as near-suburban Skokie.
South Side water went south into huge filtration and treatment
plants run by the MWRD. In most of the city, pipes run under
the streets through a stable foundation constructed when the
city was raised.
Since Chatham lies in the lower water table, it essentially sits—
as early Chicago did—in a bowl of sand and till. It also occupies
an unusual midway point of two separate water reclamation
plants—one in Cicero, and another in Riverdale.
As the pipes come in from the north, they dip lower to meet the
lower neighborhood and begin to run through sand with all the
water of the preceding areas now inside them. Leaving the neighborhood, the pipes rise again—the water now straining against
gravity—to meet the land on the other side of the bowl and begin
their trip to the reclamation plants or the Deep Tunnel.
In a bad storm, the water meeting at Chatham’s center point
stalls. There is too much water pressure to take it back up the
elevation, so it begins to back up to the only place it can—basements and yards and streets—through those same pipes that
were supposed to serve Chatham as equally as the regions of
whiter Chicago.

the sewers into the bargain. By 1858, they raised the entire

“As a result,” Watson says, “the way the sewer systems were

city four to fourteen feet above the soggy water table that

built, wherever the sewer system was built the pipe has to go

was its prior height. In buildings that already existed, giant

up, and then get into that pipe, well, anything further north of

wooden screws were installed under foundations, and teams

us, if they are getting a lot of water, we’re the last ones to get

of workers twisted them slowly into the air. Older homes

into the pipe.”

in poorer neighborhoods sacrificed their first floors as road
levels were raised around them, moving stoops and staircas-

◆◆◆

es, the second floor becoming the first, basement apartments

The clay that made our brick lined the prairie and wetland for

springing up like mushrooms.
The building boom that followed the Great Chicago Fire of
1871 resulted in debris that was pushed into the lakefront
and became the new downtown. Wooden construction was
outlawed within the city limits. Only brick would be allowed.
The Chicago River’s flow was reversed, sending contaminat-

thousands of years before Chicago discovered it. Deposits laid
down during the Ice Age created a thin band of clay, a distinctive
blue color, and a composition that includes limestone, a unique
result of its proximity to the glacial lake and all its creatures.
The clay was plentiful in the region to the south of the city,
including Chatham, Blue Island, East Chicago, and Kankakee.

ed water out toward the wetlands to keep the city’s drinking

In the rush to reinvent itself—reversing a river, rebuilding in

water safe. But one part of Chicago—which included the area

brick—the clay was discovered during the digging of ship canals

that would become Chatham—was left at the original level and

and new beds for the river. Soon after, there were so many brick

allowed to remain a wetland. That land, at the time, was barely

manufacturers that Chicago became one of the largest producers

settled, a distant neighbor of the metropolis. But it wouldn’t

and exporters in the world, setting the stage for its later life as

stay that way for long.

king of steel exports. “By the 1890s the area boasted more than 60
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brickyards, clustered near Blue Island; manufacturers pumped
out 600 million bricks a year,” reports the Chicago Tribune.

When one makes a brick wall, one cements the bricks together
with mortar. The brick in Chicago, however, requires a particular kind of mortar to survive. When a brick structure is repaired,
the process is commonly called tuckpointing. Some debate exists
about whether what is sold to U.S. consumers is really tuckpointing—a generic term used here to refer to any rebuilding of a brick
wall. Repointing—putting new mortar around broken bricks
and crumbling mortar uniformly, is not classic tuckpointing, in
which the mason mixes colored mortar to repair brick and plain
mortar to restore old mortar. But here I’ll use tuckpointing to
mean what most homeowners experience in Chicago—making
up a standard heavy-duty mortar or concrete mixture to reapply
where old mortar is loose and bricks are damaged.
When tuckpointing is completed on a brick building, the wall
is shored up. But use modern tuckpointing mortar on Chicago

Titanic Clay Digging

common brick and the thick, non-breathable concrete suffocates the more porous clay. The cement stays solid when
exposed to moisture and the brick, with the moisture trapped
against its surface, holds the water, cracks and crumbles, disintegrates, and melts, leaving a grid of mortar with nothing inside.
Whether a home gets expert tuckpointing or tuckpointing that
ignores the delicacy of common brick depends mostly on class.
If homeownership is precarious, every repair must be done on
a tight budget, with neither time nor expertise to ensure that
special brick gets special treatment.
Watson’s house had the wrong kind of tuckpointing at some
point, and the damage started in earnest, helped along by the
constant presence of moisture in her yard, basement, and
foundation. “And now the bricks are falling, chipping, showing
moisture damages,” Watson says. She was eventually able to
call in an expert. “I had a preservation specialist come out that
was familiar with my type of brick, a lot of brick replacement
that would be needed. Heavy efflorescent materials, totally dif-

Clay Yards

ferent than they had been. More moisture banging up against
Those bricks went all across the country and the world. They
are still sought after, collected and reused, with a number of
reclamation companies at work in Chicago, inspired by the
bricks left over after the uprisings of the 1960s in the city’s
African American neighborhoods.
When fired, the blue clay of Illinois takes on that soft pink salmon
color. The limestone in the brick is mercurial in heat, breaking
and popping, creating its mottled color and texture. Chicago
common is better able to breathe than other brick. It takes in
moisture and sheds it easily, ideal for a wetland-founded city,
but only if that moisture is not trapped by any other substance.

your walls. These Chicago walls were built with Chicago brick,
meant to breathe, the special mortar is making it a problem,
occurring on the walls, even taller than me and I’m 5’9”, even
worse than what is happening from the sewers.”
◆◆◆

When a problem disproportionately affects a population by
race or class, people begin to believe it is being inflicted on
them deliberately. After Hurricane Katrina, residents of New
Orleans’ Lower Ninth Ward, the majority of them African
American, voiced a suspicion, sometimes passionately held,
that the levees breached by the storm had, in fact, been bombed
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Chicago Common Brick. Photo credit: Wikimedia

in an act of ethnic cleansing, a racially targeted eradication of

with her work in her faith community. She’s “on the green

the Black residents.

committee for church. My church is going green in every way.”

In Chatham, a similar suspicion sprang up. “There was a myth

Watson’s neighbors have responded, attended her meet-

that there was something going on downtown, that the city was

ings. They have acted collectively to solve what the city would

working with the locks downtown, that the city was deliberate-

like them to think are individual problems. She says, “We’re

ly flooding the neighborhood, and so the residents didn’t do

trying to come up with other intermittent solutions that will

anything to address the issues,” Watson tells me.

help homeowners so that we can keep from getting the water

Her neighbors’ suspicions and questions—as well as her own—
drove Watson to become a volunteer community flooding educator. She trained with the Civilian Conservation Corps (C3)
to become a leader in stormwater management planning. “We
had Army Corps of Engineers involved to dispel any mystery
and get to the facts [about the conspiracy]. But it is going to
take homeowners and business owners to think differently
about how to do things differently.”
She spoke to reporters; she partnered with the Rain Ready
Program, an organization that is part of the CNT. “I took it
upon myself to train my neighbors—to train them about the
impact of the sewers. Beyond a certain point in their property
line, it is on you.”

into their house and into their yard. Collecting names of rain
gardens, native plants, what impact do trees have, are there
different trees that we could use than are already here?”
But the weather may not wait for those collective solutions to
come to pass.
◆◆◆

It isn’t only brick that makes up a home; there is drywall, wood,
and carpet, all of which is susceptible to mold.
“Stachybotrys chartarum (also known by its synonym
Stachybotrys atra) is a greenish-black mold. It can grow on
material with a high cellulose and low nitrogen content, such as
fiberboard, gypsum board, paper, dust, and lint. Growth occurs

This came easily to Watson, her science background and his-

when there is moisture from water damage, excessive humid-

torical knowledge of the community integrating seamlessly

ity, water leaks, condensation, water infiltration, or flooding.
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Constant moisture is required for its growth,” says the Centers

life-threatening, people who live on the South Side of Chicago,

for Disease Control (CDC) website.

if you have respiratory problems, or asthma, for me, my lungs

They go on to say that black mold exposure can result in coughs,
upper respiratory irritation, or the onset of asthma in susceptible people. “Other recent studies have suggested a potential
link of early mold exposure to development of asthma in some
children, particularly among children who may be genetically
susceptible to asthma development.”

were healthy, but in other people it might also be an attendant
problem. I’ve seen the mold; it is more prevalent. I keep bleach
around here. I’m medically minded; I wanted to be a doctor.
These things catch my attention, to put my efforts in.” Watson
recovered over time. “He gave me medication that knocked it
out, but it is a constant environmental thing that depends on
exposure.”

Asthma appears at a rate of 13 percent in Black children in the
United States, compared with a rate of 8 percent in whites,
with Black children much more likely to suffer hospitalization
as a result. In Chatham, the overall population gets asthma at
14.4 percent compared to the city’s average of 9.1 percent.

But, like the slow effects of the floods themselves, there isn’t a
concerted health study for the residents of Chatham to track
the crisis. Again, a collective problem is made into a private
matter between citizens and their doctors.

The World Health Organization issued guidelines in 2009

◆◆◆

for coping with mold and damp in home environments and

The wetlands that were destroyed in the building of the city

specifically with the effects of dampness and mold on health,
stating, “The overall evidence shows that house dampness is
consistently associated with a wide range of respiratory health
effects, most notably asthma, wheeze, cough, respiratory infections and upper respiratory tract symptoms.”
In the aftermath of hurricane damage, black mold crops up on
any home that had been underwater for a significant period of
time. As soon as spores land on a target rich in fiber, they can
begin to grow within twenty-four hours. Mold grows at a rate
of one square inch per day. All the big storms of the twenty-first
century saw black mold contamination: Katrina, Rita, Harvey,
Irma, and Maria.

and the harvesting of brick remain one of the most important
potential solutions for flooding nationwide. Restore them and
runoff has somewhere to go—a reset valve, a failsafe.
In 2008, the Environmental Protection Agency began a
program to promote wetland restoration. On its website, it lists
successful wetland remediation projects. In the Midwest region
there is only one, in Kansas. In the Great Lakes there are three.
Funds are available through grants to put wetlands back. But
those projects are isolated. Wetlands continue to disappear all
across the United States, though at a reduced rate. An article in
Scientific American quotes the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service as
reporting that during “the 1990s the rate of wetlands loss in the

In Chicago, according to a recent study by the National Resources
Defense Council, the South Side is disproportionately affected by
all kinds of environmental health problems stemming from pollution, industrial contamination, flooding, and neglect. An interactive map of the city, coded blue for cleaner neighborhoods
and red for more endangered, lights up crimson surrounding
Chatham. But without a city plan to tackle the health crisis, residents are in the dark about their symptoms.
Watson began having mysterious breathing issues. Doctor after
doctor turned her away until she found a specialist who had consulted with the first responder survivors of the September 11th
attacks on their own range of mystery lung problems. “They had
noticed these specks on my lungs, went in for the biopsy, looking
at the MRI. It is common for people who live on the South Side to
have this on their lungs because of the dampness and the mold.”

U.S. declined by some 80 percent over previous decades. But the
nation is still losing upwards of 50,000 wetland acres per year.”
In 2011, Chicago architect Jeanne Gang published Reverse
Effect: Reimagining Chicago’s Waterways. Her bold solution
to the problems of the city’s sewage runoff, invasive species,
green space access, stormwater flooding, and watershed overcapacity was reintegrating the region’s traditional wetlands
and the lake, creating a city in and among its waterways—not
controlling them, but rather allowing green space and marsh to
co-exist with concrete and sewer systems.
Wetland rebuilding—a slow process of removing artificially
added terrain and plants, allowing the watershed and its riverine ecosystem to restore its balance of plants and animals,
flood and drought—requires empty land. People still buy in
areas where floods occur, especially in places like Chatham, not

Watson had to go to several doctors before she was able to get

considered part of any flood map FEMA has ever issued. Off

this diagnosis, “[He] showed me images and he said, it isn’t

the record, the people issuing flooding prevention plans for the
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Chicago area refer to Chatham the way that some people talk
about the Ninth Ward—as a place that might be better served

and building new houses anytime soon. There is value in these
homes but we need help in preserving them.”

by a buyout plan, rather than the millions of dollars that remediation requires. But there is no buyback plan for Chatham,

◆◆◆

and the residents don’t want one.

What is the common brick of a city?

Watson wants to understand the question, to know what’s hap-

You could say it is the buildings—the physical places that make
up the experiment of living together. But events like the uprisings of Chicago’s African American community in the 1960s,
the razing of the Chicago Housing Authority’s planned highrise communities, and even the 1871 fire demonstrate that
buildings come and go.

pening at the level of the water. “The big push is to get FEMA
doing a study on urban flooding that is not related to the rivers.
Everything has been designed around river flooding.” She says,
“Whatever studies they did were on the North Side. Studies
take time. But in the meantime, this weather is taking a toll on
our properties. The bureaucratic world isn’t connecting with
the urgency.”
The Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning, or CMAP, has a
plan for coping with the increased pressures of climate change
on Chicago, but, like the Deep Tunnel, it might be too little too
late. CMAP looks at riverine flooding in the long term—the importance of tackling the increased water in the region at every
level, from storm sewers to infrastructural improvement. But
as 2019 sets new records for rainfall across the region, their
plan looks mostly like hanging on to a world that is disappearing faster than anyone can prepare for.
Watson wants some planning just for Chatham. She wants the
city to “provide funds to allow homeowners to get their houses
retrofitted, so it is a shared responsibility.” She wants the burden
to fall more equally across the city. “There are some neighborhoods up north where people are on board with this, and those
neighborhoods look totally different from ours. The North Side
was far ahead on getting adapted to the sustainable needs of the
community, they are at the table with their representatives.”
Tuckpointing Chicago common brick is tricky. It requires that
the worker understand the materials, the history, the limestone. On the North Side, in the bungalows that have housed
many of Chicago’s mayors and Illinois’s governors, that tuckpointing comes as part of the responsibility of maintaining the
neighborhood. It is an expense that is easily handled in those
well-funded areas. Flood prevention, too, is part of the cost of
keeping those historic neighborhoods of the white Bungalow

You could say it is the real estate itself—the incorporated areas
that a municipal government declares as its own, everything
within the city limits. But as the history of Chicago shows,
those borders morph and change over the life of a metropolis.
You could say it is the infrastructure that binds neighborhoods
together—the sewers and roads, the schools and public transit,
the parks and city services. But not everyone owns those
equally; neglect is easy to enact in poor neighborhoods where
the political clout, and even the will to fight, is gone.
You could say that it is the land itself—the geology, the riverine
ecosystems, the weather and its consequences shared together, especially for a place of extremes like Chicago, where heat
and cold—and, increasingly, rain—make common sufferers of
people with little else in common.
But the common brick is really the people that make a place
their home. Even as the demographics of cities change decade
by decade, even as neighborhoods within cities change, the
common brick of a city is the histories of those people—how
they protect and inhabit the land and create stewardship of
each other and all those other elements, just by staying put.
It isn’t too much to ask that the common brick of Chatham
be protected before it melts back into the wetland ecosystem
and is gone.
This essay originally appeared in Minding Nature, Vol. 12, No.
3 (Fall 2019).

Belt intact, preserving what generations of people have protected by raising the roads and turning the rivers.
Cheryl Watson just wants the same thing for her home and her
neighbors. “In this day and age all of it falls under the issue of
social justice. It is required that we have to have a healthy environment. We have to get away from being siloed anymore. This
is an old neighborhood, so no one is going to be tearing down
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Exiting the Anthropocene
and Entering the
Symbiocene
GLENN A. ALBRECHT
Introduced by Gavin Van Horn

In my reading life, I tend to gravitate toward good storytelling, not conceptual explorations. However, having
a good story to tell about the lifegiving and life-generating world in which we live involves by necessity having
the words and language to articulate such a story. Glenn
Albrecht is a wordsmith, in the sense that he literally
invents words that express emotions that may be difficult to name until we see the word itself. For example,
he is famous (at least among environmental philosophers)
for coining the term solastalgia to capture the deep loss
and lived experience of inhabiting a place that, over
time, has been so ecologically altered one experiences
a loss of home.
In this article, “Exiting the Anthropocene and Entering
the Symbiocene,” Albrecht gives us a more hopeful
coinage: Symbiocene. Over the past few years, many
important critiques have been leveled at the use of
the term Anthropocene, the idea that the planet has
entered a newly induced geological era dominated
by human impact. As Albrecht notes, to use this term

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,

unthinkingly may involve capitulation to a “new abnormal.” Environmental writing frequently lacks a compelling counterweight for all the injustice and exploitation it
seems to revel in listing, relying on statistics and litanies
of loss for purposes of persuasion—as though humans
are motivated and energized by a tonnage of numbers
and J-curves. Albrecht’s “Symbiocene” might not be the
utopia everyone would get behind, but it embodies a lot
of attractive ideals for governance that, as our well-loved
and deeply missed board member the late George Rabb
used to say, puts “nature at the table.” A Symbiocene
Era (from the Greek sumbiosis, or companionship) would
remind us that nature isn’t only at the table, it is the table
and the processes that create the table—nurtured and
made beautiful by cooperation and mutual aid. At a time
when so much in politics is utterly self-serving and pathologically individualistic, Albrecht reminds readers what to
hold in heart and mind as a possibility: the expression of
biophilia in such ways that living together with our nonhuman kin is honored, reinforced, and celebrated.

paradigm that is at the dark heart of maldevelopment—that
which undermines and destroys the very foundations of all
life on Earth.

biophysical, and evolutionary processes occurring at a plane-

Gone are the relative stability and predictability of the past

tary scale. The issue of human dominance is not simply climate

twelve thousand years, as the established patterns and regular-

change (as bad as that is), it is the whole capitalist development

ity of Holocene phenology begin to fall into chaos. While some
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cosmic constants remain—such as the cycles of day and night,

it does not specify what is to be sustained and over what time

the moon’s influence on the tides, the date of the solstices, and

frame it is to be sustained. “Sustainable development” equally

the length of time the Earth takes to go around the sun—many

fails to define what it is about development that is to be sus-

other patterns and rhythms of Earth’s phenology are undergo-

tained, except perhaps development itself, for its own sake.3

ing major change. A rapidly heating climate puts things out of

Yet global-scale development, which is diametrically opposed

whack. Synchronicity and timing are all important; and when,

to micro-life and planetary-scale forces, puts us on the path to

for example, the instinctual migration of mammals and birds

dislocation, then extinction.

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.
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 the

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.

Solastalgia [is] the lived experience of
negative environmental change…

history of the 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

Dominance by powerful vested interests has also become char-

wish to be identified with the Anthropocene. I want this period

acteristic of what is called democracy. Rule by the people (the

in history to become redundant as soon as possible. The longer

demos) has become corrupted by rule of the powerful (kratos)

it prevails, the more likely we will suffer catastrophic failure

and hence is no longer a democracy at all, but, properly speak-

as a species here on Earth. While this would be a tragedy of

ing, an oligarchy or plutocracy. It’s worse than that; capital-

huge proportion for humans, we will take thousands, perhaps

ism is now run by what can be technically called corruption.

millions, of other species down with us. Popular literature and

Corporations and oligarchs use their autocratic power and

film—often sensitive barometers of a society’s deep anxieties—

wealth to influence policy, manipulate public officials, and min-

already portray such an apocalyptic turn in human–nature

imize regulation. It is this form of government that is blatant in

relationships.

most parts of the world but more powerful, if not more subtle,

While we have already tried to build a new and viable society

in the so-called advanced countries of the Western world.

around concepts such as democracy, sustainability, sustainable

This form of political economy has been called “corruptalism.”6

development, and resilience, all these terms have been cor-

Even better, perhaps, would be “corrumpalism” (from the

rupted by forces determined to incorporate and embed them

Latin corrumpere, “to destroy”). Corrumpalism is the ability

into the Anthropocene where they become normalized, busi-

to corrupt and destroy the integrity of a social system and its

ness as usual. Sustainability is inadequate as a concept because

biophysical foundation by perverting all forms of development
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via the use of misinformation, falsehoods, money, and/or vi-

subject matter—from its very domain. The issues with

olence to achieve self-interested outcomes that are the oppo-

which ecology deals are imperishable in the sense that

site of genuine cultural and ecological interests. We are seeing

they cannot be ignored without bringing into question the

corrumpalism played out in a public way with the recent

survival of man and the survival of the planet itself. The

Volkswagen scandal, the FIFA scandal, the Olympics drugs

critical edge of ecology is due not so much to the power

scandal, the Exxon climate change scandal, the revelations of

of human reason—a power which science hallowed during

the Panama Papers, and many more worldwide, from intensely

its most revolutionary periods—but to a still higher power,

local to global scales. There can be no “Good Anthropocene”

the sovereignty of nature . . . ecology clearly shows the to-

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).

tality 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 flowering plants in complex, positive, metabolic, symbiotic 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

the next era in human history should be
named the Symbiocene

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 put a human worldview back into the community of
life and resist 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
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:

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 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

The critical edge of ecology, a unique feature of the science

validation. Kropotkin’s idea was that evolution, although partly

in a period of general scientific docility, derives from its

consisting of both conflict and cooperation within and between
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species, was more fundamentally a result of cooperation and

sumbioun, to live together, from sumbios, living together). I

mutual aid. This insight can now be re-asserted as crucial for

define sumbiocracy as political rule or governance commit-

all aspects of human enterprise. As he wrote, “in the practice

ted to the types and totality of mutually beneficial or benign

of mutual aid, which can be traced to the earliest beginnings

relationships in a given socio-biological system at all scales

of evolution, we thus find the positive and undoubted origin of

(mutualism).

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

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

Let us now try to imagine the Symbiocene and the politics of

therefore do not need to further democratize a failing, biased

how it might function. The new era will be characterized by

democracy with, say, a Deep Ecology “council of all beings”

human intelligence that replicates the symbiotic and mutually

approach, in which species’ interests are “represented” in de-

reinforcing life-reproducing forms and processes found in living

cision-making structures by well-meaning humans. Rather,

systems. Given that we have evolved as a species within the

we need to elect people to govern who understand and affirm

pre-existing evolutionary matrix, such intelligence lies within

life-supporting organic forms, processes, and relationships,

us as latent potential. The elements include full recyclability

and we must give that governing body the authority to carefully

of all inputs and outputs, the elimination of toxic waste in all

deliberate on various creative proposals from humans.

aspects of human enterprise, safe and socially just renewable
energy, and full and harmonious integration of human industry

If, for example, an aspect of human development is known

and technology with physical and living systems at all scales.

to have a long-term, toxic impact on a basic life process such

In the Symbiocene, human action, culture, and enterprise

toxic impact is already underway, it must be urgently phased

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

as metabolism, then it simply cannot be permitted. Or, if this
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

eco-cultural innovations.

symbiotic interrelationships that enable them to function. In

However, beyond biomimicry we must also have what I call

and ingenuity to achieve overall harmony in a community of in-

“symbiomimicry.” Many simply think it is enough to copy the
shapes and forms of life, but they 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

order to live together, humans must exercise their intelligence
terests. 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:

the mutually beneficial associations between different life

n Is there full recyclability of all inputs and outputs?

forms strong and healthy. Examples such as the wood-wide-

n Are we using safe and socially just forms of

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

renewable energy?
n Do we have full and harmonious integration with

biogeochemical systems at all scales?
n Have we achieved the elimination of toxic waste in all

aspects of this enterprise?

which we all depend.

n Are all species, great and small, having their interests

SUMBIOCRACY

n Do we have a harmony or balance of interests?

taken into account?

As we build the Symbiocene we shall also build a new politi-

Sumbiocratic governance by scientifically and traditionally in-

cal system I call sumbiocracy (from the Greek sumbiosis, from

formed humans (including those practicing citizen science),
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in all places and at all scales, deliberates to determine the in-

the Earth. The usurpation by a powerful elite (with instruments

terconnections between elements of complex Earth systems

such as mass media) of concepts like democracy, sustainabili-

before any commitment to action that impacts system health is

ty, sustainable development, and resilience have all taken place

undertaken. We must also remember that place is critical to ef-

within my lifetime (sixty-three years).

fective 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 long-term
human interests, as well. Organic form (all biodiversity including humans) and organic process (Earth 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,

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 life-like 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-exist-

for the Earth, so that the Earth shall not perish.”

ing ecological matrix as an intensely social species and lived in

if the processes that nurture ecosystems
and biomes are …conserved, species …will
also flourish

also be deeply ingrained within us. If I am correct, then exiting

relative harmony with all other life forms, sumbiophilia must
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.

We now have a very sophisticated understanding of how the
natural world works and, as it was here and functioning long

This essay originally appeared in Minding Nature, Vol. 9, No.
2 (Spring 2016).

before humans evolved as Homo sapiens, it is we who must fit
in with its process and functioning. We understand many of
the conditions 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,

Glenn A. Albrecht is an Honorary Associate in the School of Geosciences, The University of Sydney, New South Wales, Australia.
He retired as Professor of Sustainability, Murdoch University, in
mid-2014. He continues to work as an environmental philosopher
and published a book, Earth Emotions, with Cornell University Press
in 2019. He currently lives at Wallaby Farm on Wonnarua Land in
NSW. He describes himself as a “farmosopher”, combining thinking
and writing with growing food and protecting a haven for wildlife.
While he is best known for creating the concept of solastalgia, or
the lived experience of negative environmental change, his most
recent work develops the meme of the “Symbiocene”, a future
state where humans re-integrate with the rest of nature.

NOTES
1. P.J. Crutzen and E.F. Stoermer, “The ‘Anthropocene,’” International Geosphere-Biosphere Program Newsletter 41 (2000): 17-18.
2. G.A. Albrecht, “The Age of Solastalgia.” August 7, 2012, https://theconversation.com/
the-age-of-solastalgia-8337; G.A. Albrecht, “Psychoterratic Conditions in a Scientific and
Technological World,” in Ecopsychology: Science, Totems, and the Technological Species,
eds. P.H. Kahn and P.H. Hasbach, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2012).

impoverished and corrupted many of the efforts that have been

3. G.A. Albrecht, “Ethics, Anarchy and Sustainable Development,” Anarchist Studies 2, no.
2 (Autumn 1994): 95-118.

made to harmonize human enterprise with the life systems of

4. C.S. Holling, “Understanding the Complexity of Economic, Ecological, and Social Sys-

Exiting the Anthropocene and Entering the Symbiocene    49

tems,” Ecosystems 4 (2001): 390-405; B.H. Walker and D. Salt, Resilience Thinking: Sustaining
Ecosystems and People in a Changing World (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2006).
5. C. Gallopin, “Linkages between Vulnerability, Resilience and Adaptive Capacity,” Global
Environmental Change 16 (2006): 293-303; Holling, “Understanding the Complexity of
Economic, Ecological, and Social Systems”; E. Ráez-Luna, “Third World Inequity, Critical
Political Economy, and the Ecosystem Approach,” in The Ecosystem Approach—Complexity,
Uncertainty, and Managing for Sustainability, ed. D. Waltner-Toews, J.J. Kay, and N. Lister
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), 323-34.
6. S.F. Cohen, “Renaissance or Ruin? Yeltsin’s Desperation Dismantles Democracy,”
Washington Post, October 10, 1993, https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/1993/10/10/renaissance-or-ruin-yeltsins-desperation-dismantles-democracy/0a743f08-e7
4a-4334-9737-d917f0a3e583/.
7. M. Bookchin, Post-Scarcity Anarchism (Palo Alto, CA: Ramparts Press, 1971), 59.
8. G.A. Albrecht, “Applied Ethics in Human and Ecosystem Health: The Potential of Ethics
and an Ethic of Potentiality,” Ecosystem Health 7, no. 4 (2001): 243-52; B. Scofield and L.
Margulis, “Psychological Discontent: Self and Science on Our Symbiotic Planet,” in Kahn and
Hasbach, eds., Ecopsychology.
9. S.W. Simard, A.K. Asay, K.J. Beiler, et al., “Resource Transfer between Plants through
Ectomycorrhizal Networks,” in Mycorrhizal Networks, ed. T.R. Horton (Dordrecht, Germany:
Springer, 2015), https://www.researchgate.net/publication/272567309_Resource_transfer_between_plants_through_ectomycorrhizal_fungal_networks.
10. J. Frazer, “Dying Trees Can Send Food to Neighbors of Different Species,” Scientific
American, May 9, 2015, http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/artful-amoeba/dying-trees-cansend-food-to-neighbors-of-different-species.
11. P. Kropotkin, Mutual Aid: A Factor of Evolution (1902; repr., London: Freedom Press,
1987), 234.
12. E. Fromm, The Heart of Man: Its Genius for Good and Evil (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1965); E.O. Wilson, Biophilia (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984).

50   Glenn A. Albrecht

MINDING NATURE 14.2

Beyond the Dual Crisis:
From Climate Change
to Democratic Change
CAROL C. GOULD
Introduced by Bruce Jennings

Carol Gould’s prescient essay was written in late 2015. Few
then thought that Donald Trump would be the President
of the United States in little more than a year. But she
was well aware of other storm clouds on the horizon
because authoritarian populist and nativistic regimes
were beginning to make electoral gains in high-income
countries. Soon enough, the United Kingdom would
leave the European Union, and authoritarian regimes—
or illiberal ones, at any rate—would come to power in
Hungary, Poland, Turkey, Brazil, India, and Australia. In
many of these countries, leaders once on the fringe of
politics have rapidly ascended, exploiting cultural racism
and fueling the resentment against the emigration of
displaced persons, austerity policies and high unemployment, and other growing social-class divisions.
Gould’s major contribution was to make the connection
between the crisis of liberal constitutional democracy and
climate change—a connection that was at once economic,
political, and cultural. The chances for meeting the targets
of the Paris Agreement were already fading as she wrote.
She clearly described the biophysical realities of human
economic activity and the cultural deformations driven by
well-funded and carefully orchestrated campaigns to fuel
climate change denial. She called these out as a dire combination. They hobble the governance process of representative democracies just at a time when leadership and
decisive action are needed the most from those countries.
They also erode the very cultural and value infrastructure
of democratic citizenship. Well-reasoned and informed
civic discourse about common values and problems like

justice, equality, full membership, and respect is lost in
rhetorical white noise. And this further diminishes democracy’s capacity to develop a practical consensus on how
best to redress growing economic, social, and health disparities and injustices, let alone to reconcile those measures with the increasingly urgent need to detoxify an
economy addicted to burning carbon.
These heinous pitfalls were lucidly noted in Gould’s
essay. But she did not stop with a warning alarm. She also
discerned ways forward in which the civic health of democracy and the ecological integrity of the planet could
both be served. One important key lies in the networks
of solidarity that a well-functioning democratic politics
can readily foster to combat nativist prejudices and fears
of the cultural and racial diversity that large-scale emigration can foster. We now know—even better than we
did in 2016—that the accelerating displacement and migration of human beings and other species, with its attendant violence, illness, and suffering, is one of many
manifestations of climate change and global warming
that are becoming increasingly tangible. Hope concerning the wellsprings of human relational capability informs
the conclusion of Carol Gould’s essay, however. “To have
a democratic character,” she reminds us, “requires increasing our capacities for both agency and receptivity
(or listening), along with our empathic abilities. . . . It is
possible, too, that these transformations in our habits and
outlook . . . would help to make us more responsive to
nature and to our interactions with it, as well as with other
human beings.”
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T

he Paris Agreement on climate change arrived at this
past December promises constructive action to keep
global increases in temperature below two degrees

The approach taken here recognizes an important role for what

Celsius above their pre-industrial level. Although this initial

produce and perpetuate forms of human oppression and cli-

step toward greater world cooperation on climate is most

matic harm, even if the individuals functioning within these

welcome, can we expect it to produce the desired results? And

institutions may be well-meaning and not specifically intend-

if not, why not? What more would be needed to mitigate dangerous climate change, as well as to adapt to it where necessary? To begin to answer these questions, we would require a
solid diagnosis of the causes of the present climate crisis. We
would need to understand why countries and people worldwide have not yet been able to rise to the challenge of addressing and dealing with the monumental climatic changes that
threaten human existence and flourishing on the planet (and
that threaten other species as well). In order to arrive at this
explanation, and on this basis offer effective policy proposals,
I suggest we have to look not only at the climate crisis but also

has been called structural injustice—in other words, the way
institutions, whether political, economic, or social, function to

ing these negative modes or effects.1 From this perspective, the
oft-cited reliance on individuals as consumers making changes
in their attitude or even their behavior—in which they would
dramatically lower their own contributions to emissions—can
be seen to be inadequate to the task of bringing about fundamental change in planetary outcomes.
A substantial number of theorists have suggested that taking a
different attitude toward the natural world is the key factor to
deal with climate change—for example, an attitude modeled on
indigenous beliefs about the land, or else a spiritual view that

at the democracy crisis.

emphasizes the interdependence of the natural or biotic world.2

I want to propose that progress in curbing climate change

tural, then even though such new or reclaimed attitudes or per-

proceed concomitantly with transformations in democracy.
Indeed, these two crises—of climate and democracy—are supplemented with a third and longstanding one concerning global

I want to dispute such claims. If the problem is largely strucspectives may be valuable, they do not deal with the root causes
of the climate crisis (or the democracy crisis, as we shall see).

justice, including pervasive inequality and world poverty. It

Moreover, I would be highly reluctant to endorse one single at-

might even be suggested that we need to bring in a further con-

titude or perspective on nature that everyone would be expected

temporary crisis—that of global capitalism. This article will in-

to adopt. I will myself propose that we do indeed need to re-

vestigate the way climate intersects with these other forces and

nounce views of human dominance over nature.3 But the atti-

factors—inequality, capitalism, and especially democracy—and

tude that replaces it can be based on a wide range of theoretical

will make a few suggestions for a path ahead to address these

perspectives or approaches, all of which could support a practi-

various crises.

cal attitude to the natural world in which we recognize and act
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on the recognition that we are an integral part of nature and de-

The democracy crisis at first glance seems altogether different,

pendent on it. This recognition does not require abandoning the

and it, too, is well known. It involves the hollowing out of real

importance of human goals or intentions and indeed the value of

democracy or rule by the people. Instead, corporations and

the development of human capacities—both individual and col-

wealthy individuals exert major influence over both elections

lective—over time. But we need to see humans and their activity

and public policy. In the United States especially, the role of

as both a part of nature and as interdependent with the natural

virtually unlimited campaign donations by the superrich, in-

environment. Social construction of the natural world will nec-

cluding by corporations now regarded as “persons” in virtue

essarily continue—in which we interpret nature and create arti-

of the Citizens United Supreme Court decision, exacerbates

facts through our practical activity4—but we need to more clearly

the problems that arise from the distortion of legislation and

understand the way that nature both constrains and enables

representation by means of pervasive lobbying by powerful

human ends and processes and merits respect as well.

economic interests. Democracy has been reduced at best to

In order to elaborate these broad themes in this short article, we
can begin with the concrete analysis of the crises of climate and
democracy and of their root cause(s), move to a brief critique of
existing proposals for dealing with them, and conclude with a
few suggestions for moving ahead in regard to both domains, at

“spectatorship,” in which citizens can only observe processes
over which they have no control, replacing the core democratic
modes of active participation in government, which theorists—
from John Dewey to the present—have argued are essential to
democracy’s flourishing.

the point of their intersection. Needless to say, both the expla-

At the international level as well, the institutions of global

nation and the proposals will rely on the ideas of many others,

governance, including the World Trade Organization, the

but I believe that the account here brings together the various

International Monetary Fund, and even the World Bank, display

factors in an original and distinctive way.

a “democratic deficit.” While these institutions have significant
influence over the livelihoods and work conditions of people

CRISES IN CLIMATE AND DEMOCRACY—THEIR
INTERSECTION AND THEIR COMMON ROOT

around the world who are affected by their policies, these people

The readers of Minding Nature are all too familiar with the

powerful institutions. Instead, these agencies are controlled by

climate crisis. Suffice it to say that if present emissions rates
continue, scientists predict the melting of the polar ice caps,
the disappearance of the glaciers (along with the water they
supply), including the Greenland ice sheet, the thawing of the
permafrost and the potential vast methane release, the rise
of sea levels with accompanying inundation of island nations
and flooding in coastal cities around the world, the salinization of the oceans, increasingly severe weather disturbances,
more widespread droughts, deep problems for agriculture in
various regions, and more. These problems are attributed to
the increasing concentration of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, including carbon dioxide, methane, and nitrous
oxide. Moreover, carbon in the atmosphere accumulates over
time and will apparently take centuries to dissipate, so that
the emissions problem becomes more and more acute, even
if there are successful efforts to limit emissions. The destruction of tropical rainforests also plays a significant role both in

themselves have no opportunities to provide input into these
large states that often act in the interest of the big corporations
within them. Internationally, too, some states lack democracy altogether, including among them major global actors like China.
The two crises—climate and democracy—are directly interrelated by the fact that the kinds of regulation and legislation that
are called for to address climate change are rendered very difficult by lobbying and campaign contributions that themselves
weaken democracy. Among the major players in such lobbying
and donations are the fossil fuel industry and the wealthy individuals who run it. On the international stage as well, given the
power of large emitting states and corporations on the global
governance institutions, it is no surprise that few actions are
taken to limit emissions or to offer major support for alternative energy development. Meanwhile, older authoritarian
regimes (e.g., China) most often do not address the demands
of their own citizens for more livable cities with breathable air.

carbon release and in the elimination of valuable carbon sinks.

We can observe, too, that climate change reciprocally exacer-

Indeed, the entire process—if unchecked—can be expected to

bates the problems for democracy. This is evident in the “se-

manifest a transformation of quantity into quality—that is, the

curity crisis” it engenders, bringing increased potential for

arrival of a so-called tipping point, leading to climate chaos,

conflicts between states and regions (whether within or across

with runaway warming, profound degradation in weather, and

states). New forms of violent conflict have themselves been at-

other dire, uncontrollable consequences.

tributed in part to climate change—for example, the drought
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Drought in Kenya

that aggravated the situation in Syria, which can be expected

can be seen as sharing in large measure the same root cause,

to intensify with the worsening of the climate crisis. Likewise,

a point too often unnoticed or disregarded in analyses of these

the refugee crisis that challenges European democracies at this

crises and what to do about them. This observation will allow

moment is in part caused by climate change, and it is expect-

us to bring in the additional dimension noted at the outset—

ed to vastly increase and deepen with the displacement of mil-

namely, the issues of deep inequality, global poverty, and

lions from coastal cities in future years. Other forms of human

injustice that exacerbate the other effects of climate change,

security are threatened as well, especially food security. And

producing especially harsh outcomes for developing countries

if governments and global governance institutions continue

and disadvantaged peoples. Injustice and inequality likewise

to be hobbled by their deference to fossil fuel corporate inter-

intensify the democracy crisis, both nationally and internation-

ests, they are unlikely to take the steps needed to deal with the

ally, by depriving people of effective voice in the process. In

climate crisis. Further, it is even possible that the rise to prom-

addition, they work against the capacity of democracies to reg-

inence of these security issues will lead to an abandonment

ulate climate change because the affluent are currently much

of democracy itself in favor of authoritarian “solutions.” And

better able to avoid or mitigate its impacts. Moreover, with

where democracy still maintains its hold in liberal democrat-

the deference afforded large corporate interests and wealthy

ic states, the emphasis on security measures that are seen as

donors, democratic states and global governance institutions

required to manage climate change threatens to undercut our

alike have fewer incentives to support regulations on emissions

commitments to the basic liberties essential for democracy,

or to promote renewable fuels.

such as freedom of expression and association.

An emphasis on structural injustice leads us to focus on the

But there is also, I suggest, a deep interrelation between the

ways in which capitalism as a system functions to produce

two crises under consideration here in a different sense: they

climate change. Indeed, the consequences it regularly
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produces for the environment are aggravated by capitalism’s

within these states, in turn contributes to the increased power

own present crisis. Even without extensive political economic

of corporate lobbies—including especially those of fossil fuel

analysis, it is evident that the capitalist system depends for its

industries—and allows large corporations to flourish at the

functioning on both competition and growth (at the macrolev-

expense of the meeting of human (and non-human) needs.

el of national and international economies, as well as at the
micro-level of firms). For the most part, corporations tend to
eschew regulation or limitation in the interest of greater profits
and capital accumulation. This profit-seeking activity is not in
the first place a matter of attitude—say, of greed—but rather a
basic mode of functioning of the system. Given the competitive environment (again, at both the macro- and micro-levels),
corporate executives and managers see themselves as having
no choice but to follow the logic of growth. Moreover, the need
for increasing sales leads to an intense emphasis on promoting consumption and even involves what has been called “the
creation of new needs” for consumers, through advertising and
other means. Indeed, efforts are made to turn nearly everything into a commodity to be bought and sold, including land
and other aspects of the natural world.

We can add that this profit-oriented system operates in a way
that generates inequality, as well as a certain measure of exploitation, given the divergent interests of owners/managers
and workers/consumers within it. At the global level, inequalities emerge between developed and developing states, as well
as within each of these. Given the centrality of competition,
cooperative modes of social relationship are devalued within
economic or political life. All of this in turn impacts on our
dealings with global warming. Well-off individuals and firms
can more easily protect themselves against its effects, and their
disproportionate influence on politics leads to a lack of political
or legislative action to address it. Disadvantaged people and
entire countries are left to deal with adapting to climate change
practically alone (despite the recent meager and non-binding commitments to international aid included in the Paris
Agreement).
From this structural perspective, the contemporary emphasis
on individual consumerism and acquisitiveness in the developed countries can be seen as a consequence of the operation
of capitalist institutions, rather than as a cause of it. Likewise,
the unlimited use (and using up) of the Earth’s resources, and
the emphasis on extraction without end, are largely driven by
an economic system oriented to corporate profit. Of course,
none of this is to deny the strengths of this system in producing
goods for large numbers of people, as well as the power of economic and technological globalization to increase the scope of
interchange and communication across borders. But I believe
that if we are to make a fundamental transformation in regard
to climate change, we need to confront directly the deep problems with the existing system, especially as they impact both
nature and democracy, and attempt to work toward some new

In this situation, regulations in the interest of ecological sustainability necessarily come from outside the economy and are
most often viewed as an imposition of constraints on markets.
Because of the power of corporate interests, intensified by
competition from new corporations in emerging markets in the
context of globalization, democratic governments have tended
to resist putting in place the necessary environmental (or social)
regulations. They most often refuse to impose carbon taxes or

directions.
ALTERNATIVE DIAGNOSES AND REMEDIES FOR
CLIMATE CHANGE

The above approach to the climate crisis and its connection to
the democracy crisis contrasts with several other existing ones,
and it will be useful to briefly explore those contrasts here
before proceeding to some suggestions for moving ahead.

to provide serious incentives for the development of renewable

The standard approach tends to regard the source of the

fuels. The emphasis on growth and on competition among na-

problem as one of bad actors—whether corporate or individ-

tional economies, combined with the weakening of democracy

ual—operating within an otherwise well-functioning capitalist
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system. Alternatively, it sees the problem as a technological

much needed power. Indeed, a more adequate distribution of

one that has resulted from the availability of mainly polluting

energy globally remains a pressing need, with 15 percent of the

sources of energy available for use under industrial capital-

world’s population, or about one billion people, still completely

ism, where the deleterious consequences of this use have only

lacking access to electricity.

recently come to be recognized. The solutions offered in turn
all fall within what is called climate capitalism or green capitalism. These have prominently included emissions trading
schemes (e.g., in the European Union), carbon offsets, and
the production of green fuels, which were introduced partly in
response to various “climate regimes” like the Kyoto Protocol.
However, carbon markets have in practice led to various scams,
given the incentives to gain substantial credits for destroying
greenhouse gases, even where these pollutants can be removed
from the industrial processes in question in inexpensive ways.
Offsets involved in setting aside forests so that they can function as carbon sinks have sometimes interfered with indigenous peoples’ rights to use the land.5 Ultimately, the strategies employed tend to leave the power of big emitters largely
unchecked, or else polluting industries are simply outsourced
from developed to developing countries. In any case, the expansionary tendency of capitalism remains unacknowledged
and relatively untouched.6
One element of green capitalism does hold special promise for
mitigation, and that is the interest generated in developing renewable energy sources, where solar and wind power in particular are making significant headway. According to the REN21
Renewables 2015 Global Status Report:

It is important to observe that this turn to renewables is largely
guided by policy making and often requires incentives for both
development and implementation, where both the policies and
the incentives are usually provided by governmental agencies.
As the REN21 report observes, “Over the past decade, and particularly in recent years, advances in renewable energy technologies, global increases in capacity, and rapid cost reductions
have been due largely to policy support, which has attracted significant investment and has further driven down costs
through economies of scale.”8 Thus, it is not possible to rely
on markets alone to support the transformation to renewables.
We can briefly make mention of a second approach to climate
change that does not single out bad actors or the historical development of industrial technologies, but rather sees it as the
aggregate effect of the choices of individuals, each of whom
emits very little on her own, but who together produce deeply
troublesome effects on the atmospheric concentration of
carbon dioxide and other gases. These individuals do so simply
in the course of pursuing their own self-interest in ordinary
ways. Moreover, since they regard themselves as making only
a very minor contribution, they may not acknowledge their
role at all, and they certainly feel incapable of making a difference even if they understand the magnitude of the problem.

Renewable energy provided an estimated 19.1% of global

They have no certainty under the present arrangements that

final energy consumption in 2013, and growth in ca-

others will comply, or they may simply demonstrate weakness

pacity and generation continued to expand in 2014. . . .

of will. Thus, this explanation at the level of individuals can be

Renewables represented approximately 58.5% of net ad-

coupled with the analysis of the situation going forward as a

ditions to global power capacity in 2014, with significant

collective action problem. But in its focus on individuals, this

growth in all regions. Wind, solar PV, and hydro power

approach disregards the severe impacts on the climate of large

dominated the market. By year’s end, renewables com-

corporations, and it also fails to acknowledge how the current

prised an estimated 27.7% of the world’s power generating

economic system militates against transformative change.

capacity, enough to supply an estimated 22.8% of global

Moreover, like the first approach, this one overlooks the ways

electricity.

that the weakening of democracy and the lack of opportunities

7

The situation is less positive with respect to the use of renewables for heating and cooling, and progress has also been slow
in the electrification of transport. Moreover, fossil fuels continue to benefit from sizable incentives in various countries, and

for genuine participation or representation make it difficult
to implement strict limits on emissions, or to institute carbon
taxes, or to provide robust incentives for the development and
use of alternative fuel sources.

the market in itself does not have a way of valuing the public

A third approach that also contrasts with the one I offer attri-

benefits of renewables. Further, the transformation to renew-

butes the problem primarily to a faulty attitude toward nature,

able fuels (or their introduction) often lacks adequate financ-

and accordingly sees the remedy as lying in a shift in our atti-

ing, which is especially a problem in some developing coun-

tudes. There is wide agreement on the problematic attitude:

tries where solar panels, for example, could provide a source of

it is one of dominating nature, and of seeing human beings as
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having rights of unlimited exploitation of nature, of extraction

and construction.13 These constructive steps need to be supple-

and appropriation. I indicated earlier that I am sympathetic to

mented with immediate measures to limit emissions through

this critique, but that I see it as not standing alone or as exist-

regulations and taxes. Moreover, substantial assistance is

ing just in the realm of ideas, but as tied to a mode of being

needed to adapt them in developing countries, some of which

and acting that is characteristic of capitalist economic systems.

are already impacted by climate change, along with help with

(Granted, it was also evident in the “state socialist” systems in
the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, but it could be argued
that those systems were more “state capitalist” than socialist.9)
The approach under discussion here often goes on to propose
a specific alternative attitude that is required in our dealings
with nature, whether it is one drawn from indigenous tribes, or
one advocating a specific spiritual perspective, which tends to

future planning, if they request it.
A natural question arises with regard to such lists, however. It
concerns the likelihood of these steps being implemented given
the present political climate, both nationally and internationally, in which institutions of global governance are primarily
oriented to meeting the interests of the powerful, rather than

require renouncing a humanist perspective.10 In this way, such

to resolving the climate crisis. Moreover, the global level lacks

approaches tend not to be very ecumenical and are instead

a truly governmental institution (which is why the term gover-

quite demanding in requiring the adoption of a particular

nance is used instead). So we will need to examine the political

point of view.

possibilities more deeply to determine what possible changes

To my mind, in contrast, many alternatives to an attitude of
dominating nature exist and may suffice to support the req-

could be made in order to help produce the fundamental economic transformations needed to resolve the climate crisis.

uisite changes in behavior, though as indicated, I believe that

Since this is a very large question, I can only make some brief

changes in institutions are also necessary. It would certainly be

remarks here. Some proposals can be implemented in the short

important to more fully recognize the interdependence of the

term, while others have a longer horizon. They all involve ways

natural world, to see humans as a part of nature (though one

of deepening democracy, despite the apparent oddity of calling

conscious of itself), and to cultivate due concern and, indeed,
respect for the interests and needs of other beings with whom
we share this planet. Beyond this, various practical forms of
training and skill are urgently required, if we are to transform
our own habits and modes of action in regard to the natural
world. And in regard to our social attitudes, we need to find a
11

for more democracy in a situation that has suggested to some
that we have to turn to more authoritarian regimes for help.
In the short term, the most urgent need is to find ways to
remove the influence of big money and big corporations on
politics. As noted, this is an especially serious problem in the

more cooperative way of being in the world, in place of rampant

United States, both in regard to campaign financing and the

Yet I suggest

influence of lobbying on legislation. In order to change the

that none of this will suffice without concomitant deep changes

situation, we have to unmask the absurdity of treating corpo-

in our institutions, both economic and political.

rations (which are abstract entities) as equivalent to natural

competition and “possessive individualism.”

12

persons who have human rights, and to more clearly reveal the
SOME SUGGESTIONS FOR A NEW DIRECTION

way that lobbying undermines political equality. Of course, it is

What are the implications of the analysis offered here for

insufficient to mount only theoretical critiques, however com-

moving ahead? Clearly, the focus on structural injustice has
import for our approach to both the climate crisis and the democracy crisis. I will focus mainly on the latter here because
it is less often considered in this context. Still, we can say that
with regard to emissions and climate, some steps would have
priority in this account: (1) the development and implementa-

pelling. Broad-based social movements to change this deeply
inegalitarian system are required. Such movements do exist,
though primarily elsewhere around the globe—for example,
in a few Latin American countries, where people’s movements
or those of indigenous groups have occasionally been able to
make governments more responsive to people’s needs. The

tion of renewable sources of fuel, including solar, wind, geo-

goal of the new social movements would be to refocus politics

thermal, and wave power; (2) the intensive use of energy-ef-

and legislation on dealing with climate change (along with ad-

ficient public transportation systems; (3) the control of waste

dressing other—related—wrongs, like exploitation). As I have

through the production of sustainable and recyclable goods;

suggested, in the near term, policies are urgently required that

(4) the cultivation of green agriculture in place of agribusi-

would set emissions limits and provide meaningful incentives

ness; and (5) improved energy efficiency in building design

for renewable energy technologies.
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In order to deal with the underlying problems of the absence

to exercise democratic decision making not only in local polit-

of real representation and people’s manifest alienation and

ical contexts, as they can do at present, but also in more ordi-

disenchantment with politics, we need to look more inten-

nary spheres of economic and social life. This would consist in

sively into their causes, and propose some thoroughgoing

the introduction of self-management in firms (and in a range of

changes. We need to deepen democracy so that it goes beyond

social institutions beyond politics). Self-managing enterprises

bare opportunities to vote (themselves threatened) and ma-

would give people some real control over everyday issues that

jority rule and begins to fulfill the richer notion of rule by and

matter to them and could empower them through the opportu-

for the people. Given the increasing globalization of econo-

nities they would have to co-determine these spheres of activity

mies and social life, however, democracy has to become more

with others. This extension of democracy can in turn be expect-

extensive as well. The introduction of forms of transnational

ed to meliorate the feelings of powerlessness and the resultant

democracy would aim in the first place to mitigate the dem-

voter apathy that has marked liberal democracies for the past

ocratic deficit in global governance institutions by enabling

decades. Of course, taken alone, economic democracy of this

democratic input by distant people in the policy making of

sort would be insufficient unless politics, too, became open

these institutions, as well as by encouraging democratic de-

to wider participation and did not remain only with existing

liberation within them.

representative forms, which regrettably have been emptied of

To address the problem of amplifying opportunities for dem-

much of their significance.

ocratic self-rule by the members of a political community, I

I have elsewhere discussed at some length the idea of em-

suggest that an important change would be for them to be able

ployee or worker participation in decision making (or democratic management of firms), its justification, and some specific forms it could take.14 Aside from the potential it holds to
make political democracy more responsive to a wider range
of citizens (and residents), and beyond the inherent benefits
of enabling people to gain a modicum of control over their
own work activity through cooperative decision making, an
economy of self-managing firms could probably bring some
benefit in regard to pollution and emissions. Even if these
firms remain committed to making a profit and to continuing
growth, self-managing workers would likely attend to the local
conditions in which they work and aim to rectify any pernicious impacts on their health and well-being. While current
owners and top managers often live at a distance from places
of production, the workers generally cannot do so. They and
the communities of which they are a part are directly affected
by the forms of energy used, as well as by pollution, waste, and
other by-products of work processes.
Turning to the democratic deficit in global governance, one
modest improvement would be to give the public some voice
or input into decision making, using the criterion that those
deeply affected by the policies of these institutions should have
an opportunity to express and clarify their own needs and to
monitor the impact of these policies on their own economic and social human rights (as well as on civil and political
ones).15 In the application to climate change, we can expect that
opportunities for democratic input of this sort would call more
attention than at present to the urgent needs for mitigation and
adaptation in many developing countries.
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The mention of human rights should remind us, too, that
democracy in its deep sense is not only a matter of voting or
even participation. It must also be framed by the recognition
of human rights, both moral and legal (as often embodied in
constitutions or covenants). Further, this broad set of human
rights should serve not only as constraints on official action,
but as goals for developing policies to fulfill them. Prominent
among these rights are economic ones—to means of subsistence and an adequate level of well-being, along with education
and health, as social rights.
Some have suggested that we need to recognize a right to an
adequate environment (sufficient to maintain well-being) as
among the human rights.16 Whether it is introduced as a formal
right or not, it is clear that the present level of emissions and
the deleterious climate changes those emissions are producing
violate several other existing human rights, including the security of the person, health, and, in some cases, economic subsistence and even life itself. This impact on human rights provides
yet another motivation for urgently addressing climate change
beyond those already discussed.
Finally, we can go a step further in our efforts to deepen democracy. This would involve bringing in a Deweyan notion of
democracy as a way of life. To have a democratic character (or
a democratic personality, as I called it previously17) requires
increasing our capacities for both agency and receptivity (or

Photo credits:
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Drought in Dambas, Arbajahan, Kenya. Brendan Cox/Oxfam.
Licensed by Creative Commons.
Big Oil cartoon, Mike Peters, Dayton Daily News. Licensed by
Creative Commons.
Polar Bears. Michael Gould-Wartofsky, reproduced with
permission.
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If Your House Is on Fire:
Kathleen Dean Moore
on the Moral Urgency
of Climate Change
MARY DEMOCKER
Introduced by Brooke Hecht

I

I would like to reshare with our readers “If Your House
Is on Fire: Kathleen Dean Moore on the Moral Urgency
of Climate Change.” I have chosen this piece because in
her conversation with Mary DeMocker, Kathleen’s words
bring me to a place where I simultaneously think critically
and feel deeply, which I experience as a heartbreaking
sense of love, loss, and understanding. And from that
place, I can act. Thank you, Mary and Kathleen, for the
gifts of your words.

structural racism, colonialization, the destruction of life for
“goods and services,” and more. How do we curate, edit,
publish, and collaborate in the face of these realities? I
hope this time of organizational critical reflection gives
our team the needed space to consider how the Center
ought to respond to the entangled moral urgencies that
draw us to our desks every day; to feel deeply what our
responsibilities are to our fellow humans and the natural
world; to know how to act in this time of reckoning.

The spring issue of Minding Nature is made up entirely of
reprints from previous issues. The staff and editing team
are taking a chance to step back, to examine the many
ways our house is on fire—the pandemic, climate change,

My deepest hope for our readers is that Minding Nature
also offers you that space and that, together, we can
move forward along a path of collective resilience and
flourishing.

first met nature writer and philosophy professor Kathleen
Dean Moore in 2004. I had already dog-eared my copy of
her first collection of essays, Riverwalking: Reflections

on Moving Water, when she came through town to read from
her next book, Holdfast: At Home in the Natural World.

over its destruction, and when salmon began disappearing
from the rivers, Moore started to question the role of the writer
in a wounded world.
Then one sentence from James Gustave Speth changed
her life. The former dean of Yale’s School of Forestry and

For three decades Moore taught philosophy in Oregon, raised

Environmental Studies opened a climate conference by saying,

a son and daughter, and wrote books about the natural world,

“The only thing we have to do to be sure we will leave a ruined

including The Pine Island Paradox and Wild Comfort. Her in-

world for our children and our grandchildren is to do exactly

timate connection with the wild led her to feel increasing alarm

what we are doing now.” Moore later wrote, “To imagine [my
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grandchildren] wandering, hungry, in a barren land changed

change is damaging food supplies, spreading disease, and cre-

everything for me. I decided I would never do anything in my

ating refugees, and it is poised to become the most massive

working life that doesn’t at least try to make the world safe for

human rights violation the world has ever seen.

bog lilies and hooting owls and laughing children.”

MD: Nobel Prize–winning climatologist Paul Crutzen propos-

Recently Moore examined the climate change debate and found

es that the planet has entered a new geologic epoch he calls the

it long on science and short on principled reasons to do right by

“Anthropocene,” meaning the “era of man.” It is characterized,

the planet and its inhabitants. She and her colleague Michael P.

he says, by mass extinction.

Nelson decided to ask a hundred visionaries whether humans
have a moral obligation to act on behalf of future generations.
Their responses became the seeds of the book Moral Ground:
Ethical Action for a Planet in Peril, which Moore co-edited
with Nelson.

KDM: It’s astonishing, isn’t it? Theologian Thomas Berry said,
“My generation has done what no previous generation could
do, because they lacked the technological power, and what
no future generation will be able to do, because the planet
will never again be so beautiful or abundant.” He points out

On a recent sunny morning Moore and I spoke about the twin

that the Cenozoic, the era we are leaving behind, was when

threats of climate change and corporate hegemony. Small and

the Earth was at its “most lyrical,” when songbirds, flowering

fair-haired with bright blue eyes, Moore radiated quiet strength,

plants, and the great families of mammals flourished. At this

and she laughed often despite the gravity of her subject.

peak of beauty and richness came humankind. We’re now estimated to be responsible for the extinction of one out of every

◆◆◆

ten species that we know of and likely uncounted others that

Mary DeMocker (MD): For Moral Ground you gathered tes-

we haven’t even identified yet. And we’re about to change even

timony from political and cultural leaders about our moral obli-

the climate that sustains these lives and ours.

gations in the face of climate change. South African Archbishop
Emeritus Desmond Tutu wrote the foreword. President Barack
Obama and Sheila Watt-Cloutier, former chair of the Inuit
Circumpolar Council, made powerful arguments.
Kathleen Dean Moore (KDM): The strongest arguments in
the book are the ones based on justice. Desmond Tutu writes
with the moral authority of one who has worked steadfastly
against apartheid. It’s unjust, he argues, for some people to
bear the burden of others’ advantage. It’s unjust that people in
Africa—who don’t reap the “benefits” of the reckless burning of
fossil fuel—are suffering from droughts and crop shortages as
a result of the West’s consumption of oil. He knows from experience that it is possible to bring down entrenched institutions.
He says there should be worldwide outrage at the injustice of
climate change, as there was against apartheid.
Sheila Watt-Cloutier identifies climate change as a form of cultural aggression—people of one culture destroying the material basis of another. We’ve seen this story before in the United
States, when settlers killed the buffalo in order to kill buffalo-hunting Native Americans. And we’re seeing it again as the
rich nations create climatic conditions that are melting polar
ice. Because the Inuit culture is based on a cold climate, WattCloutier claims that her people have a right to ice. Those in
the far north are suffering the most from the disrupted climate,
even as the effects spread to the rest of the globe. Climate

“Sacrifice Zone” by Katie Ione Craney
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We believe we can destroy our habitat without also destroying

MD: [In 2011] you set out to articulate a new ethic, convening

ourselves. How could we be so tragically wrong?

an ad hoc brain trust of ecologists, philosophers, poets, theo-

MD: Something really powerful must have driven us to behave
in ways so counter to our own interests. What was it?
KDM: We are the children of the Age of Enlightenment, and
we have brought the world to the brink of ruin by acting under
the delusion that humans are separate from the Earth, better
somehow, in control of it. We believe that humans are the only
creatures of spirit in a universe otherwise made up of stones
and insensate matter; that the non-human world was created
for us alone and derives all its value from its usefulness to humanity; that we are the masters of the universe. Because of our
technological prowess, we see ourselves as exceptions to the
rules that govern the “lower” forms of life. We believe we can

logians, social scientists, and musicians. Is having a new ethic
enough? I find it difficult to live by my chosen ethic within a
culture that still adheres to a destructive one.
KDM: If the culture forces us to live in ways we don’t believe
in, then we have to change the culture. Given the urgency of the
question, we may need to start with conscientious objection.
There are things we must refuse to do, and there are costs for
that refusal.
Many of us were alive when people said, “Hell, no” to an unjust
war in Vietnam. The question today is: Can we say, “Hell, no”
to an unjust economic system? Can we reclaim our humanity
from forces that would prefer us to be mindless consumers?

destroy our habitat without also destroying ourselves.

Every decision that we make—about where we find informa-

How could we be so tragically wrong?

how we invest our time and our wealth, how we travel or keep

We’re such a sophisticated species that we’ve even got words
for these delusions. Individualism means humans are essentially isolated rights holders, fully separate from one another

tion, where we get food, what we wear, how we make our living,
ourselves warm and sheltered—is an opportunity for us to
express our values both by saying yes to what we believe in and
by saying no to what we don’t believe in.

and always in conflict or competition with each other, even

I love what Carl Safina, who writes about the ocean, says in

though we are born into a family and the first thing we do is

Moral Ground: “We think we don’t want to sacrifice, but sacri-

seek out another human. Then there’s dualism, which opens

fice is exactly what we are doing We’re sacrificing what is big and

a deep crack down the center of creation: on one side are

permanent to prolong what is small, temporary, and harmful.

humans, who alone have spirit and value; on the other side is

We’re sacrificing animals, peace, and children to retain wasteful-

the inanimate material world that was created solely to serve

ness.” So many of us wake up in the morning and eat a breakfast

our needs.

of food we don’t believe in and then drive a car we don’t believe

Human exceptionalism is the idea that we are special in some
way, able to exceed natural limits.
Ecological and evolutionary science tells us that this is false;
that humans are part of interconnected, interdependent
systems; that the thriving of the individual parts is necessary
for the thriving of the whole; and that we are created, defined,
and sustained by our relationships, both with each other and
with the natural world. If we come to understand that deeply,
we can invent new models of human goodness.
As I see it, cultural evolution is a series of experiments. We
test a worldview, and if it’s wrong, the world slaps us down.
Because humans are stubborn, we hold on to repudiated beliefs

in to a job we don’t believe in. We do things that we know are
wrong, day after day, just because that’s the way the system is set
up, and we think we have no choice. It’s soul devouring.
Deciding we won’t drive to that chain grocery store and buy that
imported pineapple is a path of liberation. Deciding to walk to
the farmers’ market and buy those fresh, local peas is like spitting in the eye of the industries that would control us. Every act of
refusal is also an act of assent. Every time we say no to consumer
culture, we say yes to something more beautiful and sustaining.
Life is not something we go through or that happens to us; it’s
something we create by our decisions. We can drift through our
lives, or we can use our time, our money, and our strength to
model behaviors we believe in, to say, “This is who I am.”

for a couple of generations, but eventually we try something

MD: The major paradigm-changing social movements in

new. We’ve been holding on for too long to a worldview that

history—the civil-rights movement, the abolitionist move-

allows us to think we are separate from the world, even as the

ment, the independence movement in India—have mostly been

world is slapping us with evidence to the contrary. A new ex-

campaigns against oppression. Who are the oppressors in the

periment may yet emerge. It needs to happen soon.

climate change movement?
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“You are a Tender History of Ice” by Katie Ione Craney

KDM: Transnational petrochemical industries, their leaders,

MD: Part of me wonders why people even need to be con-

their investors, and the politicians they control. For a long time,

vinced that we have a moral obligation to protect the future of

activists were unclear about this. The corporations were happy

our planet.

to claim that they were simply responding to public demand.
Only recently has it become clear how much corporations have
been manipulating public demand. They build and maintain
infrastructures that force consumers to use fossil fuels. They
convince politicians to kill or lethally underfund alternative
energy or transportation initiatives. They increase demand for
energy-intensive products through advertising. They create
confusion about the harmful effects of burning fossil fuels.
They influence elections to defang regulatory agencies that

KDM: There’s a disconnect in our culture separating what
people do from what they really care about. I love my children
and my grandchildren more than anything else. I care about
their future. I love this world with a passion. The thought that
we might be losing songbirds, trading them for something I
don’t care about at all, like running shoes, makes me angry.
And still I drive to the store and buy running shoes. I don’t
think I am different from other people in this regard.

would limit Big Oil’s power to impose risks and costs on others.

MD: Maybe we don’t destroy so willingly. I certainly feel forced

And, whenever possible, they work outside of democracies.

to in many ways.

If you own stock in a petrochemical industry, you’ve got to

KDM: It isn’t easy to change. Our choices are all tangled up in

dump it. If you benefit from a fund that owns stock in a pet-

nets of profit and entrenched patterns of environmental destruc-

rochemical industry—a university fund, a retirement fund—

tion. But if we understand exactly how skillfully we are manipu-

you’ve got to insist they dump it. No excuses, no delays.

lated, we’ll get angry, and that will motivate us to make changes.
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We are at a critical point. We have a very narrow window of

MD: When it comes to getting people to change their behavior,

opportunity to get it right, and to get it right, we first have to

is a moral argument the best approach? Why not a more prag-

imagine a new world, story by story.

matic appeal?

MD: These problems can be solved by stories?

KDM: I believe that a moral argument is the most pragmatic

KDM: Historically that’s what human beings use to explore our

appeal, for several reasons.

place in the world: we tell stories about it. Sometimes they’re

Number one: Moral arguments speak to all people. Economic

scientific stories. Sometimes they’re philosophical stories.

arguments speak only to a few. When Big Oil violates fun-

Sometimes they’re songs or movies. Sometimes they’re fables or

damental, universally agreed-upon principles of justice and

morality tales. We need to tell new stories to describe who we are

human rights, that’s something everyone can condemn.

in relation to the land, to honor what’s been lost, to help us understand our kinships, to affirm what we care about, to explore
the difference between right and wrong, moral and immoral.

Number two: Moral arguments are trump cards, whereas
economic arguments can always be overridden by matters of
principle. Yes, you might profit from keeping slaves, but it’s

MD: The word moral is a loaded one. Are you ever accused of

wrong. Yes, you can profit from ruining children’s futures, but

“moralizing” in your lectures and writing?

it’s wrong.

KDM: Moralizing is foisting your beliefs onto others without

Number three: Moral arguments appeal to what is hopeful and

using reason. That’s different from moral reasoning, which

good in the human spirit. God knows, we haven’t done well by

is an essential social skill that we seem to have lost in all the

appealing to, and even glorifying, self-interest.

shouting and piety on radio and television. Moral reasoning is
a discourse in which people affirm what they think is true or
good or right, and then they back up their claims with reasons.

We have a chance to focus on the ethics of affirmation. Who are
we, as human beings, when we are at our best? But environmental activists often dither about regulation, imposing limits and

When my colleagues and I host public events about envi-

such. When the climate change movement frames arguments,

ronmental ethics, we gather people in small groups and ask,

it is generally careful not to talk about obligation or duty or mo-

“What do you care about most? What would you be willing to

rality—all those ethics words. It will talk about patriotism or

spend your whole life taking care of? What would you die for?”

competing with China or getting jobs or profiting from green

Then we ask, “If you value this more than anything else, what

energy—anything but ethics. That’s a terrible strategic mistake.

should you do? How might you make that value evident in your
life?” It’s an invitation to a respectful dialogue in which both
sides listen and might even change their minds. In civil discourse you test your beliefs against experience—your own and
others’—and revise and improve them. Think of the conversations the Founders had about basic principles of human rights.
We can do that, too. We can talk reasonably about ethics.

If you look at the times in American history when our society
changed directions, you’ll find that it was motivated by
moral principle. Think of the Declaration of lndependence,
a statement about the rights of human beings. Think of the
Emancipation Proclamation, a statement that slavery is wrong.
Think of the opposition to the Vietnam War. Think of the civil
rights movement. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s dream was not of

MD: Does having a discourse in moral reasoning mean we

profits or material comfort; his dream was of justice for future

need to listen to climate change deniers?

generations. The question isn’t whether we should talk about

KDM: No. Perhaps a scientific discourse would engage deniers
in a debate about the facts, but a moral discourse isn’t about
science. It’s about right and wrong.
Debates about the causes of climate change have become
distractions. If your house is burning down, you don’t stand

ethics; the question is whether we can achieve the necessary
rapid social change without talking about it.
MD: Do you think people have trouble directing their moral
outrage at the worst climate change offenders because they feel
culpable in the process themselves?

around arguing about whether the fire was caused by human

KDM: Yes, which is why the worst offenders are happy to

or natural forces. You do what you can to put out the damn

implicate and entangle us in every possible way and make us

fire. You throw everything at it, and then you hold your breath,

blame ourselves for climate change. We have to do our best

because there are people inside that house.

to shake loose of that entanglement and never turn our rage
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“There Are Moments That Keep Themselves in Our Memories,” for Ernestine Saanakalxt’ Hayes, by Katie Ione Craney

against ourselves or allow self-criticism to dissipate our anger

with other parts of our lives, our attention is drawn away from

toward the real culprits. Of course each of us should be using

the practices that are destroying the foundation of those lives.

less oil. But when I hear people piously say, “We have met the
enemy, and he is us,” I say, bullshit. I didn’t cut corners and
cause an oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico. I didn’t do my best to
undermine the Environmental Protection Agency and every
other agency that might have limited fracking. I’m not lobbying Congress to open oil drilling in the Arctic Ocean. I didn’t
cut funding for alternative energy sources. Big Oil is pouring
billions of dollars into shaping government policies and consumer preferences. And what do we say? “Oh, I should be a
more mindful consumer.” Of course we should, but that’s only
the beginning.

I used to think it was enough for all of us simply to live our lives
imaginatively and constructively. I don’t think that anymore.
I think we have to find the time to be politically active. I don’t
want to cut anybody any slack on that. Are we going to let it all
slip away—all those billions of years it took to evolve the song
in a frog’s throat or the stripe in a lily—because we’re too busy?
The glory of the universe, whether it comes from God or
nature, has a value beyond its usefulness to humans. No matter
if you’re a member of a church or not, you can appreciate that
glory, which calls us to action.

MD: Many of us are waiting until our lives feel less busy before

MD: You say you’ve become a “ferocious grandmother.” What

we jump into activism.

does that mean to you?

KDM: Yes, we are busy. Probably too busy to avert a planetary

KDM: I agree with what my book’s co-editor, Michael P. Nelson,

disaster that will have the effect of an asteroid impact: killing

says about getting older. He doesn’t want to hear anymore about

off species, altering the climate, acidifying the oceans. Why are

retirees being entitled to year-round perfect weather, an annual

we so busy? Those who would prefer we not think about climate

trip to Las Vegas, low taxes, easy Sunday crosswords, and

change and other injustices would like very much for us to stay

reduced greens fees. Retired people often feel that, since they’ve

busy. If we have to work two jobs to make a living, we’re not

worked all their lives, the world owes them a rest. That’s outra-

going to be out in the streets protesting. If we are preoccupied

geous. Old age is precisely when we need to pay the world back.
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Yes, we have worked hard, but our successes depended on a

KDM: Parents have a parental duty to be clear about what their

stable climate, temperate weather, abundant food, cheap fuel,

children need. Most important is a future. We’ve got to remem-

and a sturdy government—all advantages that our children and

ber that the next generation will have to live in whatever is left of

grandchildren will not have if we don’t act.

the world after we get done with it. We are planting time bombs

We elders are at the peak of our ability to help. We have a wealth
of experience. Many of us have sufficient income. And we have
that huge commodity: time. Most of all we have a ferocious love
for our grandchildren. Wouldn’t that love make us want to leave

around our own children: toxins in the water, radioactive waste
in leaking tanks, acid in the oceans, and climate chaos. And we’re
too busy to protest because we have to buy the kids the right kind
of shoes for the soccer tournament? What kind of love is that?

them the legacy of a beautiful world? To turn away from that

MD: Tomorrow I’ll drive three hours to my child’s soccer tour-

into a kind of grouchy selfishness strikes me as tragic.

nament on the other side of the Cascade Mountains.

If your granddaughter has asthma because there is dust in the

KDM: I’m sorry my answer can’t be more gentle, but we

air, get out in the street and demand clean air. If your grandson

are harming our children even as we believe we are provid-

is not learning well because there are toxins in the water, you

ing for them.

should be at the city council meeting. Their parents are busy
making a home for these children, but you have the time and
the ability to make a difference in their future. To love someone
is to have a sacred obligation to protect them.

It’s ironic and tragic that the amassing of material wealth in the
name of our children’s future is precisely what will devastate
their future. Consider the poisonous chemicals in the plastic
car seat, the pesticide on the fruit, the coal company stock in

MD: Most parents I know are worried about the environment,

the college investment portfolio, the carbon load of the soccer

but they have difficulty shrinking their family’s carbon foot-

tournament. But that’s not the worst of it. The harm that our

print without depriving their children of various activities and

decisions will do to the children who are not privileged isn’t

comforts. What can you say to them?

just ironic; it’s reprehensible. These children who will never
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know even the short-term benefits of misusing fossil fuels are

witnessed the extinction of songbirds, bats, frogs, and salmon.

the ones who will suffer the most as seas rise, as fires scorch

In it you wonder how your grandchildren can forgive you for

croplands, as tropical diseases spread north, as famine comes

not acting fast enough to save these beautiful creatures. After

to lands that were once abundant.

you finished reading, the audience sat in stunned silence. Is

MD: What changes to the political system would help in the
fight against climate change?
KDM: We need to get the money out of politics so we can be
a democracy again. Plato had it figured, way back in ancient
Greece, that every democracy eventually becomes a plutocracy—a government by the rich—because you can always buy
votes. And every plutocracy devolves into anarchy because
poor people will only put up with so much. The United States
has clearly moved into the plutocratic stage. The question is,
can we return to a democracy, or will we devolve into anarchy?
It’s that serious.
Most of us are so deeply disgusted by the actions of corporations and politicians that we have trouble imagining how they
might actually serve the public good. So let’s work on reimagining corporations and democracy. If corporations are going
to be treated as persons, fine. I’m all for it. But persons need
to conform to standards of right and wrong in their behavior.
When they fail to do that, they are stripped of their rights. Let’s
imagine a corporation that can go to jail. Let’s imagine a democracy where elections are publicly funded, and all politicians get is a decent salary and the public’s respect for doing a

this the reaction you hope for?
KDM: Yes and no. I don’t pretend to know what a writer’s duty
is in these times. And nobody wants to write something that
breaks people’s hearts. But I did want to help others see one
possible future, a world without owl calls and frog song. If we
can’t imagine what probably lies ahead, how will we gather the
courage to turn in a different direction? Maybe more writers
should tell stories about possible futures, the beautiful ones
and the ones that will break our hearts. It’s cowardly to shy
away from sad stories. As songwriter Leonard Cohen says,
even when our hearts are broken, we have to sing the “broken
hallelujah.”
MD: Can’t thoughts of devastation also paralyze?
KDM: Our civilization has rituals that help us draw strength
from grief, get our courage back, and continue forward. Maybe
that’s the primary function of religion. Surely it’s an important
function of art. The philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche wrote, “We
have art in order not to die of the truth.” Can we turn our grief
toward positive action? We need creative ways to acknowledge
loss and extinction. If there are trucks going down the road in
the countryside pouring poisons on wildflowers, there ought to

good job of governing. Just imagine!

be a hearse following them and a string of cars with their lights

MD: You mention enlisting the aid of religions, but you’re not

dozing a marsh for a parking lot, there should be a choir there

a believer. You describe yourself as a “sacred secularist.” What
does that mean?
KDM: It means that I believe the world is extraordinary and
mysterious, beautiful beyond human imagining and grand
beyond human measure, worthy of reverence and awe. The
word we have for something like that is sacred. You don’t have
to believe in God to know that when you go out the door in
the morning, you walk on sacred ground. A friend from New
Zealand who had never seen a rufous hummingbird once said
to me, “That’s the kind of creature that makes you believe in
God.” And I said, “Or that’s the kind of creature that makes
you believe we can’t let this world slip away.” If God doesn’t
have his eye on the sparrow, somebody else had better, and
that somebody is us.

on to acknowledge the deaths. If construction crews are bullsinging a requiem. If you poison your lawn, you should post a
sign that says, “Not safe for children and animals.” At the site
of every clear-cut there should be a little shrine like the ones
families put up for a young person killed in a car wreck. Erect
wooden crosses on stumps. Organize people to wear black and
to stand along the line the seas will reach in 2050.
MD: Do you imagine this as a kind of grieving or as a political protest?
KDM: Both. I was in Laramie, Wyoming, in 1998 when Matthew
Shepard, a young gay man, was murdered in a vicious hate
crime. The University of Wyoming homecoming parade that
year turned into an outlet for grief and outrage. After the marching band and the girls on horseback went by, people poured off
the curbs and marched, crying and shouting, through town.

MD: I once heard you read “The Call to Forgiveness at the

The community was profoundly changed. People in the Middle

End of the Day,” your piece in Moral Ground written from

East have taught the world how quickly a funeral procession

the perspective of an imagined future in 2025, after you have

can become a political protest. In the United States, civil rights
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activists showed that people walking out of a church holding
hands and singing can be a powerful political statement.
MD: My friends often say they don’t want to give fear or negativity too much of their energy. Our culture’s desire to focus on
the positive is a pretty serious roadblock for activists wanting
to confront these issues.
KDM: Yes, and if I were an oil company CEO, I would take
heart in that. I would design strategies that build on that aversion to what is unpleasant or horrifying or sad. If you give
people a chance to turn away, they will. If you give them a distraction, they will take it.
Let’s face it: our culture is hooked on cheap oil and consumer goods, and we exhibit all the self-destructive behaviors of
addicts. We devote our days to the pursuit of the next hit. We
have developed enabling behaviors to allow our addictions to
go unchallenged, to deny that they do any harm.
I think the addiction to consumer goods is a response to the loss
of community, self-sufficiency, meaningful work, neighborly
love, and hope. When these things are taken from us, we look for
the cheap fix, which is turning out to be very expensive indeed.
MD: You and your students have a “hope-o-meter” for the
future of the Earth, with a one meaning very little hope and a ten
meaning no worries. Where are you on your hope-o-meter now?

share. You do what’s right because it’s right, not because you
will gain from it.
There is freedom in that. There is joy in that. And, ultimately,
there is social change in that. That’s the way we respond to a
lack of hope. A person could be at zero on the hope-o-meter
and still do great, joyous work. Even—especially—in desperate
times, we can make our lives into works of art that embody our
deepest values. The ways of life that are most destructive to the
world often turn out to be the ones that are also most destructive to the human spirit. So, although environmental emergencies call on us to change, they don’t call on us to give up what
we value most. They encourage us to exercise our moral imagination and to invent new ways of lifting the human spirit and
helping biological and cultural communities thrive.
Over the weekend I sat for an hour in a warm pond in beautiful
sunshine with my one-year-old grandson on my lap, splashing
and scooping. I’ve never seen a child so happy. I don’t know if
I’ve ever been so happy. That type of immersion in the world is
a lesson in responsible caring. We can find the ongoing strength
to do this work if we keep in mind that it is powered by love.
Acknowledgement: Reprinted with permission from The Sun,
where this interview appeared in December 2012.
This interview originally appeared in Minding Nature, Vol.
12, No. 2 (Spring 2019).

KDM: Honestly? I’m about a one. I see feedback loops in the
natural world that are going to make climate change much
harder to address. As ice melts, it frees methane, a potent
greenhouse gas. As forests are destroyed, they release carbon
dioxide. By every measure global warming is increasing more
rapidly than the most horrifying predictions of the past. And I
can see the political feedback mechanisms kicking in: the more
politicized the issue becomes, the more money will be thrown
into debating it instead of addressing the crisis. It will be hard
to get out of this one.

Mary DeMocker’s book, The Parents’ Guide to Climate Revolution:
100 Ways to Build a Fossil-Free Future, Raise Empowered Kids,
and Still Get a Good Night’s Sleep (foreword by Bill McKibben) was
a 2019 Oregon Book Award finalist and has been recommended
on NPR and in The New York Times. DeMocker is co-founder
and former creative director of 350 Eugene, with whom she
led art-centered protests featured on PBS NewsHour and in
an Avaaz video shown to world leaders. She speaks regularly
about climate justice and has written for The Sun, Spirituality &
Health, and Common Dreams. Learn more or connect with her at
www.marydemocker.com.

MD: So why do you try?
KDM: People tend to think that we have only two options:
hope or despair. But neither one is acceptable. Blind hope leads
to moral complacency: things will get better, so why should I
put myself out? Despair leads to moral abdication: things will
get worse no matter what I do, so why should I put myself out?
But between hope and despair is the broad territory of moral

Kathleen Dean Moore is an environmental philosopher and writer
whose recent work focuses on the moral urgency of climate action.
Her many books celebrate cultural and spiritual connections to wet,
wild places. Moore is the co-founder of the Spring Creek Project for
Ideas, Nature, and the Written Word. She formerly held the position
of Distinguished Professor of Philosophy at OSU. She is currently
engaged in full-time work on the climate emergency.

integrity—a match between what you believe and what you do.
You act lovingly toward your children because you love them.
You live simply because you believe in taking only your fair

If Your House Is on Fire: Kathleen Dean Moore on the Moral Urgency of Climate Change
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Ava Carney, A Genius of the Spot I, 2020, glazed ceramic, 28” x 13” x 10”
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A SPIRIT OF PLACE
AVA CARNEY
Introduced by Anja Claus

“When I think of ecological citizenship, the first words
that come to mind are sustainability, mindfulness, and
empathy. I also think about change, and the kind of
changes that are needed to become an ecological citizen
or an ecological society. Changing a personal habit is difficult, but altering systems established on a global scale
is intimidating enough to make it seem impossible. In this
critical environmental moment, how do we support and
motivate each other? How do we increase our capacity
for empathy? How can we embrace curiosity and innovation over acceptance and fatalism?”
Artist Ava Carney wrote these introductory words for the
2020 Spring Issue of Minding Nature a couple months
before Covid-19 literally shut down the world. There
seems a certain awareness in her words of the coming
storm that forced us all against the wall and put us on
a course to re-imagine ourselves, individually and collectively. The 2020 tsunami of shutdowns and civil unrest
exposed many of the broken social systems that make
us all vulnerable to dis-ease (personal, social, financial,
etc.). Her words remind us of the very shaky ground that
most of contemporary human existence stands upon—
the underlying toxic baggage we’ve carried with us for
hundreds and probably thousands of years, baggage we
have ourselves empowered by growing accustomed to it.
Ava Carney, however, also articulates paths for guiding
us out from under the wreckage; concepts that have also
been elements of the human archetypes for eons: support,

motivation, empathy, curiosity, and innovation. The novel
gifts she offers us are visual embodiments of these concepts in the human-like glazed ceramic sculptures she lovingly crafted and carefully placed at the Chicago Garfield
Park Conservatory fern garden from January to March of
2020. Ava’s soft and sensitive ceramic figures are reflective creatures that I feel exude these guiding elements
toward interconnection. These Genius of the Spot contemplative, perceptive, and gentle mortals may “offer a
portrait of the other half: the human defanged, as garden
creature—an herbivore.” I find a certain sense of respite
and hope, knowing these calming creatures have come
into being, and I feel lucky to have visited them while
they frolicked in a garden that was “tranquil, mysterious,
archaic” in the middle of Chicago.
I dream, ever so briefly, that we Homo sapiens someday
may move toward this understanding and embodiment
of interconnectedness with all that is: starlight and black
hole, microbe and dinosaur, ego and soul. 2020 has intensified a global shift that heralds a time of intense evolutionary change, individually and globally—a time for
human growth that will drag us kicking and screaming
into the Aquarian age. Perhaps a time for integrating and
thus dissolving our intellectual, emotional, and spiritual
contradictions. This might take decades, even hundreds
of years or more, but perhaps, on the other side of this,
we will be creatures more like Ava Carney’s beings, contemplating, peacefully and lovingly, in a forest of ferns.
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When I think of ecological citizenship, the first words that come

city crest, the emblem of the Chicago Park District reads Hortus

to mind are sustainability, mindfulness, and empathy. I also

in Urbe, a chiasmus that means Garden in the City. Today, the

think about change, and the kind of changes that are needed to

Chicago Park District is the largest municipal park system in

become an ecological citizen or an ecological society. Changing

the nation with over 8,800 acres of green space and 600 parks.2

a personal habit is difficult, but altering systems established on
a global scale is intimidating enough to make it seem impossible. In this critical environmental moment, how do we support
and motivate each other? How do we increase our capacity for
empathy? How can we embrace curiosity and innovation over
acceptance and fatalism?

The Athletic Field Park Ceramic Studio is one of many
city-funded arts and crafts studios administered by the Park
District, and it was here that I began my residency in the
summer of 2018. This park is in the northwest-side Irving Park
neighborhood, close to where I grew up. For me it contained
all the familiar touchstones of a city park: baseball diamonds,

Throughout the last year, I considered these questions in more

tennis courts, a playground. The two buildings on the prop-

detail during a residency where I made sculptures in response

erty, a ceramic studio and large recreational field house, were

to a public garden. Two years ago, I would not have pictured

both built in the early 1900s. The long, single story building

myself making work for a natural space, but the residency,

that now holds the ceramic studio was converted from public

which was held at a ceramic studio in a park, slowly shifted my

showers to a china painting studio with funds from a Works

focus away from traditional venues. At the very least, artwork

Progress Administration grant during the 1940s as part of a

in a gallery or museum has the ability to make us stop and look,

nationwide craft revival effort. Since its conversion, the studio

but how does our response change when art is situated in the

has kept the same spirit of equity and accessibility, hosting

living landscape?

hundreds of students from the community each season and

In Thinking the Sculpture Garden, theorist Penny Florence

since 2018, an annual artist-in-residence.

explains that “art in tension with the natural . . . is very differ-

The studio in the park was quite different from all my previous

ent from the old binaries of wilderness-cultivation, art-nature

workspaces. It was more attuned to the park’s active outdoor

or artwork-context” and offers the possibility of the “garden

atmosphere and felt more permeable to the seasons. With

as something articulating a further reaching philosophy that

classes hosted in the small building each day, the layout of the

helps us to think about what it is to be human.”1 What Florence

space and placement of tools, materials, and new works were

proposes is a turn away from “the old binaries,” in order to

constantly in flux. The people I met and ongoing changes in

embrace a more holistic, perhaps a more empathetic, philoso-

the studio became new and unpredictable influences. As more

phy of being. As she suggests, stepping back from these famil-

stories were shared and my perspective of the city evolved, it

iar dualisms can start by bringing cultural activities, like art

became difficult to envision how a final exhibition might come

viewing or making, out of their typical settings and into green

together. Although there were many locations in the Park

spaces. It seems simple, but the changes in my own thinking

District that could accommodate artworks, each had such a

began when I started working at a studio in a park.

different atmosphere and history. I could not picture making

The year-long artist residency where I was reintroduced to the
park setting was initiated and overseen by the Culture, Arts and

new work before finding and understanding the place where it
would be situated.

Nature Department of the Chicago Park District. It was differ-

Park District staff and I discussed various spaces for the resi-

ent from the privately funded residencies I was familiar with,

dency’s final exhibition, and someone suggested that the early

mainly because it involved the larger city bureaucracy that en-

twentieth century botanic garden on Chicago’s West Side, the

veloped the park system. As a result, I learned more about the

Garfield Park Conservatory, could be a possible site for the

history of Chicago and its parks. The fundamental relationship

show. This idea harmonized with many recent studio experi-

between the parks and the City of Chicago was something I had

ences: the permeable boundary between art and nature, the

curiously overlooked before, despite the fact that I am a long-

equity of public space, and the richness of community. The

time Chicago resident and that many neighborhoods of Chicago

possibility offered so much to discover, I pursued it further.

are officially named after local parks. Notably, Chicago’s city

After several visits to the space, my ideas began to adjust to

crest reads Urbs in Horto, or City in a Garden, emphasizing that

the complexity of the gardens and the Conservatory’s mission,

the preservation of green space, beachfront, and riverfront has

which “envisions a world where people embrace and honor the

been a priority since the city’s incorporation. In a nod to the

importance of nature.”
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Ava Carney, A Genius of the Spot II, 2020, glazed ceramic, 29” x 12” x 14”
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Ava Carney, Installation view, A Genius of the Spot II, glazed ceramic, 29” x 12” x 14”, The Garfield Park Conservatory, January 8 - March 8 2020
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Ava Carney, Installation view, A Genius of the Spot V, glazed ceramic, 31” x 9” x 10”, The Garfield Park Conservatory, January 8 - March 8 2020
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Ava Carney, A Genius of the Spot III, 2020, glazed ceramic, 23” x 11” x 11”
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Several months later, my exhibition, A Genius of the Spot,
opened in the Jens Jensen Fern Room of the Conservatory. The
title references a sentiment from artist Lorado Taft, whose figurative sculptures are displayed in the Conservatory’s entrance
to the Fern Room: “I wish that every small park and playground
might have its fit sculptural adornment—a kindly genius of the
spot, as it were. Such an image would stand in memory for the
place and pleasure it has given.”3 Here, genius is used in its
original Latin form, meaning “attendant spirit.” Put in plain
terms by landscape historian John Dixon Hunt, sculptures in
gardens “contribute new ideas of genius loci, the meaning or
spirt of place.”4 This concise yet fundamental idea not only
served as an inspiration and starting point for the work, but

culture as divorced from nature. It shifts our focus away from
those binaries, instead becoming a place where art, conservation, design, architecture, science, education, leisure, and play
can come together. It offers the possibility of appreciating the
nuance of difference and gives us a place where we can reclaim
our roles as creators instead of consumers. Art and nature,
especially when paired, make room for a silence that gives
us some distance from the material. Maybe out of these quiet
moments we will see that space is never really empty. We need
less than we think.
This essay originally appeared in Minding Nature, Vol. 13, No.
2 (Spring 2020).

also expanded my understanding of how artworks can connect
directly with a natural environment to become part of a greater
relational network.
Penny Florence asks, “What happens when you give equal
weight to the main elements of landscape, planting and
artwork?”5 I had asked myself some version of the question
when I started envisioning pieces for the conservatory. The
process was difficult; the incorporation of artwork into such an
abundant site presented new challenges. I wondered how the
work could exist with the landscape, which would have such
a determining influence “on installed works in ways that are
rarely considered when the art is foregrounded at the expense
of everything else,” as works typically are in a museum or
gallery.6 There was the unique presence of the many ferns,
moving water, fish, turtles, changes in light and temperature,
and the brilliance of Jensen’s innovative landscape design. The
garden was tranquil, mysterious, archaic. I wanted to capture
figures with a similar affect.

Ava Carney is a mixed media artist based in Chicago. She has
pursued her work as a resident artist at the Watershed Center
for the Ceramic Arts in Newcastle, Maine, the Cité Internationale
des Arts in Paris, France, and the Chicago Park District. She has
worked as a teaching artist at the Hyde Park Art Center and the
Athletic Field Park Ceramic Studio, and she currently develops
youth arts programming for the Chicago Public Libraries as a library
associate in Teen Services at Harold Washington Library. For more
information visit https://www.carneyava.com/

NOTES
1. P. Florence, ed., Thinking the Sculpture Garden: Art, Plant, Landscape (New York: Routledge, 2020), 11.
2. See J.R. Engel, “Civic Community in a Garden: Reflections on a Theology of Democratic
Citizenship,” Minding Nature 2, no. 1 (April 2009): 17-21.
3. L. Taft, “The Sculptor’s Interpretation,” in Catalog Guide to Garfield Park Conservatory
(Chicago: West Chicago Park Commissioners, 1924).
4. J.D. Hunt, “Sculpture Gardens and Sculpture in Gardens,” in Florence, Thinking the
Sculpture Garden, 78.
5. Florence, Thinking the Sculpture Garden, i.
6. Ibid., 12.

In the making, I looked to the lyrical gestures in classical statuary and traditional garden ornaments—especially the cherub—
as well as the enigmatic and stoic features of more ancient

7. “Backstage at the Festival: GIAF Festival Gallery talk with Ana Maria Pacheco,”
YouTube.com, uploaded by Galway International Arts Festival (GIAF), July 19, 2017,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wRX6P4iixC8.

figures. The work of contemporary artist Ana Maria Pacheco
was also influential. Her visceral wooden sculptures depict
humans with pointed teeth, an exaggeration she says underscores the fact that we are predators.7 Perhaps the Genius of
the Spot figures offer a portrait of the other half: the human
defanged, as garden creature—an herbivore.
By design, art for the public garden leads back to the idea
of ecological citizenship because of its ability to articulate a
“further reaching philosophy” that gives us a critical perspective on our behaviors and thought systems. A sculpture placed
in a garden begins to do the work of challenging some of the
humanist dualisms that position art as separate from life and
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CHN Bookshelf
A regular feature calling attention to important books and
articles that CHN staff, board, and collaborating scholars are
reading and recommend. Quot libros, quam breve tempus.

A LOOK TO INDIGENOUS BRILLIANCE:
SUGGESTED READING LIST

Crow Winter, by Karen McBride
(Toronto, ON, Canada: HarperAvenue,
2019).

Christine Luckasavitch

As an Algonquin Anishinaabekwe, to me
this book is familiar; almost like coming
home. Written by Karen McBride, an
Algonquin woman from Timiskaming First
Nation, this novel is rooted in Algonquin
knowledge, territory, and language. Crow Winter addresses
the impacts of settler-colonialism and helps us to encourage
Indigenous resurgence and reconnection to our Ancestral traditions. I am so proud of Karen McBride for writing this book.

Given the chance, I could converse all day long about books,

I always thought it would be Raven.

podcasts, and artwork by Indigenous authors, researchers, and

The one who finally decided it was time to teach me.

artists. Though I am unable to list every piece that I love, the
following storytellers are a source of inspiration for me. These
works are rooted in Ancestral knowledge and often speak to
the ways that we remain connected to our Ancestral territo-

Raven seemed like the right fit. In all the big stories,
he’s the leading man. A beautiful bird with glossy black
feathers. He’s strong and graceful. Got a sharp wit and
clever tongue. I heard that he found the First People on

ries, and are a small snapshot of brilliant works by Indigenous

the beaches of the West Coast. That he stole the sun one

storytellers.

day just for the fun of it. Tough, self-assured, a good sense

Our stories take many different forms; words on paper,

of humour. All the things a real Spirit Guide should be. . . .

oratory, and illustrations. Chi-miigwetch to all Indigenous

Raven was always the one the elders and other storytell-

authors, illustrators, scholars, and storytellers for sharing

ers told us about. Tales of how he stole Crow’s potlach.

your brilliance.

How he made that proud bird sing and sing until his voice
was nothing but a croak, all while Raven gorged himself
All My Relations, podcast hosted
by Matika Wilbur, Adrienne Keene,
and Desi Rodriguez Lonebear,
https://www.allmyrelationspodcast.com.
This podcast is all about topics and discussions relevant to Indigenous peoples

today, from Indigenous resistance against capitalist extraction
to Indigenous motherhood to calling out Indigenous stereo-

on food. How he’d created the world and then messed it
up. A trickster and a transformer. A herald of change,
sometimes by accident and sometimes on purpose. A
writer who only ever uses ink, who thinks that using
pencil means admitting to mistakes. . . .
Anishinaabeg call him something else.
Nanabush. . . .

types and appropriations. I love the love and laughter that is

All the stories about Nanabush read like the memoirs of

always so present during each episode.

an ancient troublemaker. Someone with the power to
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do great things but who doesn’t want to put in the work.

Two-Spirit/Indigiqueer in Winnipeg, Manitoba. This book is

The old, good tales they tell around a fire say he was here

the story of the complexities of Indigenous identity and our ex-

when the world was young. (Crow Winter, pp. 3-5)

istence in a settler-colonial space, demonstrating the vibrancy
of Indigenous resilience.

Halfbreed, by Maria Campbell, revised
edition, (Toronto, ON, Canada:
McClelland & Stewart, 2019).

The water in Winnipeg was just as feral as the rapids in

A few years ago, I got into the practice of

a name taken from the Cree, manitowapow, which meant

looking into the social contexts of literature when it was published. This helps me
to understand what the author may have
been experiencing in their life to bring
them to publish at that point in time. Either before or after you
read Halfbreed, I encourage you to read a bit more about why
it is so significant that an Indigenous woman published a book
about her life in Canada in 1973. A second edition of Halfbreed
was published in 2019 and includes pages that were excluded
from the first publication.
This is the grandmother place Maria occupies as she launches the revised version of Halfbreed, more than forty-five
years after it was first published. If the reader wonders

Peguis—the only difference was that this river ate children, not crawfish. My kokum told me that Manitoba was
something like “the strait of the spirit.” She said it was the
sound of the drum, of water beating the rocks in a constant thrum, noise like a round dance where the water
would ask you to sing alongside it. The river is a space
of convergence, where streams and currents intersect
briefly, an orgy of kissing streams, a hub of sex and slapping fins. The water is the colour of rust, the kind of rust
that becomes a sequin when a raindrop hovers over it.
When I look out over the Red I see the strait, but I wonder
just what in the hell a spirit is doing out there. How many
Manito? Was mine out there too? Why would the water
want to straighten my spirit? Ain’t that why I have two?
(Johnny Appleseed, p. 66).

what happened to the passionate young woman who wrote
Halfbreed, it should come as no surprise that Maria continues to be a person of hard, steady work fueled by a love
for her people and a commitment to justice. She is a leader
who works with an expansive range of people, always in
the spirit of wahkotowin, an interconnected web of relations
in which everyone has responsibilities—for as she has often
said, “you never get anywhere unless you take your people
with you.” These community responsibilities are intricately
woven with Maria’s work as a powerful translator of art and
spirit, and the foundation for all of this can be found in the
narrative she shares about her life in Halfbreed. This book
contains so many teachings it is possible to gain something
new with each reading. (From “The Grandmother Place,” introduction by Kim Anderson to Halfbreed, rev. ed. [Toronto,
ON, Canada: McClelland & Stewart, 2019], pp. vii-ix.)

My Conversations with Canadians, by
Lee Maracle (Toronto, ON, Canada:
Book*hug Press, 2017).
Everyone should read this book. Lee sits
you down at her kitchen table and tells
you very directly what you must know and
what your responsibilities are as a settler
on Turtle Island. This book is a gift, allowing us to experience Indigenous oratories in print.
During the colonization of Canada, both land and knowledge were appropriated—that is, expropriated without
permission from the owners. On the one hand, we
were separated from our knowledge, and on the other,
Europeans were entitled to appropriate the knowledge
associated with the use of items they purchased. For
instance, Johnny Whiteman purchases squaw vine for

Johnny Appleseed, by Joshua
Whitehead (Vancouver, BC, Canada:
Arsenal Pulp Press, 2018).

his wife’s menopausal condition from Lee’s grandma.

In his first novel, Joshua Whitehead

about squaw vine while away because she is separat-

weaves together a beautiful, raw, and

ed from her gramma and someone else owns the copy-

honest story of queer Indigenous fiction.

right of the information. Gramma dies while Lee is in

Johnny Appleseed invites us to bare

school. Johnny Whiteman publishes a book and includes

witness to the life of Johnny Appleseed, a

the squaw vine knowledge of Lee’s gramma, and on her
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return from school Lee learns that in order for her to

Chief Lady Bird

access her gramma’s knowledge, she must purchase

Chief Lady Bird is a Chippewa Potawatomi
Artist and Illustrator from Rama First
Nation. She is vibrant, takes no shit,
and is straight-up so talented. Follow
her on Instagram at @chiefladybird,
https://www.instagram.com/chiefladybird.

Johnny Whiteman’s book. She is purchasing from the
appropriator access to her inheritance. . . . This was
never the intention of our grandmothers. White people
in the process of acquiring our cultural knowledge never
told our ancestors the consequences of the decision they
were making. In this way it is unconscionable, and it is

Chief Lady Bird,
Patience

still stealing. In fact, stealing is embedded in the definition of appropriation. (From My Conversations with
Canadians, pp. 97-99)
Monkey Beach, by Eden Robinson
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt,
2000).
This is one of those books that pulls you
in so close to the characters that it stays
with you long after you’ve finished reading
it. Monkey Beach is a beautiful demonstration of the strength of our Indigenous
kinship ties and the depth to which we are connected to our
territories.

Christine Luckasavitch is the owner of two Indigenous knowledgebased companies, Waaseyaa Consulting and Waaseyaa Cultural
Tours. Both companies are dedicated to enhancing the awareness
and understanding of Algonquin Anishinaabeg history and culture
throughout unceded Algonquin territory. Christine is the Executive
Director of Native Land Digital, an Indigenous-led not-for-profit
dedicated to providing free education of Indigenous territories
and knowledge systems across the world. She has worked as an
archaeologist, educator, and in the realm of Indigenous politics. She
is currently writing her first book, Ondjitigweyaa Madaoueskarini
Omàmìwininì (Algonquin People of the Madawaska River
Headwaters), a true and concise history of the Algonquin people
written from an Algonquin Anishinaabekwe perspective. She is
creating the Questions for a Resilient Future series “What Stories
Does the Land Hold?” as an Editorial Fellow at the Center for
Humans and Nature in 2021.

In a time distant and vague from the one we know now,
she told me, flesh was less rigid. Animals and humans
could switch shapes simply by putting on each other’s
skins. Animals could talk, and often shared their knowledge with the newcomers that humans were then. When
this age ended, flesh solidified. People were people, and
animals lost their ability to speak in words. Except for
medicine men, who could become animals, and sea otters
and seals, who had medicine men too. They loved to play
tricks on people. (From Monkey Beach, p. 210).
Storykeepers, podcast hosted by
Waubgeshig Rice and Jennifer David,
https://storykeeperspodcast.ca.
This podcast is basically a monthly digital
book club that discusses brilliant written
works by Indigenous authors. Waubgeshig
Rice and Jennifer David are joined each week by a guest host.
Each episode is centered on one book by an Indigenous author
(any genre), with some of the host’s stories and experiences
scattered throughout. I think of Storykeepers as a celebration
of Indigenous literatures by Indigenous authors.

CHN BOOKSHELF   81

THE
LAST
WORD

TIME TO LOVE

clinic the next day. He died overnight. I opened
the small cardboard box the next morning to discover his limp body, nested in terrycloth. With a
clenched jaw I turned and left the dead bird in his
box on the porch. Despite the inevitability of it all,
I didn’t want to begin my day with a burial. Last
year I told stories that had endings. I thought primarily in lines.

Earth and its members are suffering catastrophically,
reflecting the domination of some over others
imposing simplistic desires for generating money over
truly enriching ones for all unique life.
—Julianne Lutz Warren
Becoming City in Five Short Acts

KA T HE R IN E
KA S S O U F
CU MM I N G S

The time to love is now. Now, while we can choose
how to live and how to die. Now, with beauty apparent: breathe, look, touch, savor, and listen.
Listen to learn, for you cannot love what you do
not know. You can control, contain, and even kill,
but you cannot love without first learning.
The strongest acts of love are grounded in the most
intimate knowledge of well-being for another
because love—despite all the cultural confusion
and carelessness surrounding it—is doing the best
for what we value the most with no expectation
of return; only the sincere hope that with loving,
what we value will thrive.
Love offers a way of living beyond mere survival,

It was early summer, and the warmth of that
season stimulates life. That evening, I carried the
box out to the yard where I’d made a small grave
behind the asters. Looking through cracks in the
cardboard, I spied the bird’s wing moving. My
mind was suddenly awash in adrenaline—was I so
inattentive to have mistaken sleep for death? But
he was so limp, so lifeless . . . I pulled back the flaps
prepared to witness a miracle and saw life plainly:
the bird, dead as before, dead but moving with
the life of a whole larval community. Life animating death. Death animating life? It was difficult to
discern the difference as the bird’s body wriggled,
its head bobbing gently. The beautiful, unsung
dance of life embracing life. Mortality uplifted.
Our lives spring from love: the sacrifice of a limited
world of life. In this context, death can be an act
of love. From the vantage point of survival, death
holds no potential for us. But within the broad
community of life, death is a gift. When we fear
death and scheme to survive perhaps it is because

our salvation from selfishness, our connection to

we have forgotten how beautiful death can be,

community.

knit back into life. Once my grandmother’s body

When we set aside the words that beguile us, what
would we give more for than life? Life, in which

would have nourished the soil, nourishing the life
on which my family lives.

cicadas hum; life, in which wild roses climb; life,

Instead we box death up and stare at it strangely.

wending in seasons and cycles, flowing between

We do not see how it relates to us, to our lives. We

the illusory dichotomies that separate us. What

talk about ends. We look only to take, forgetting

is more precious than life that draws us together,

that to take you must also give. This is not abstract

except for death that allows us to live?

poetry. It’s the way life happens. We are each soil

A year ago I was called to extract a baby bird
from a warehouse. The nest was far out of reach,
wedged between rafters and roof. The tiny bird

and stars and millions of microbes bound together by acts of love, gifts of sacrifice. We can survive
or we can thrive. It’s all in the action.

had tumbled from thirty feet aloft onto con-

Love does not arise out of letters. It cannot be ac-

crete and was amazingly, in the moment, alive.

tivated by words. It’s not something you say, it is

It seemed either a miracle or a mistake. I took

something you do—whether for a patch of prairie,

the bird home, prepared to bring it to a wildlife

a barred owl, a brother, or a shore pine. The
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Artwork by Katherine Kassouf Cummings

sacrifices we make for the well-being of another,

And yet, we deny death’s role in our lives. We

the sacrifices we make for what we value. This

dismiss the dying. We are prepared to lose the

fundamental act of being in community, love,

greater part of life’s diversity, for what exactly?

binds us through and despite all.

Convenience? Fear? We have invented a word,

As humans we have constructed a parallel world
of words. We wrap ourselves in language so much
that we cannot always feel what we touch. We
thought up this word, love, that distracts us from
loving. We decided on love in our minds, forgetting that love is part of matter. Love is possible in
every action, present in every being.
Anthropologists discuss emic and etic perspectives in their fieldwork—the difference between
understanding a culture from within and without.
Can we cultivate an anthropological approach
to love where we set aside our etic conceptions,

biophilia, but how can we apply this term when
what we do does not love life? Hiding out from
mortality, clinging to a cult of our own creation,
we think too much, talk too much, listen little,
observe even less.
It is autumn. Walking with my dog through the
forest I am reminded of just how useless words
are in a world of shadow, snap, crunch, smell.
She bounds ahead, reading stories written across
the trail in various strengths of stench. Stories
without endings. At the base of an oak she pauses,
burrowing her nose through the leaf layers, sniff-

ourselves—focusing on understanding and acting

ing and snorting, interpreting a scene long since

in the interest of the emic, the other? Doing

past, etched in odor, transformed over time.

what we know to do, giving what we have. We

“What is it, girl?” I say, in that futile way people

cannot love without sacrifice, and we cannot live

talk at other animals, to relate on human terms,

without death.

taking the familiar “etic” approach.
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I crouch beside her. With deep breaths I inhale

empathy with others, often other animals. Near

an inch above the earth. I cannot sense the im-

the too-soon end of his writing and living, Brian

portance of this particular mix of moss-bark-rot-

wrote often about humility, never using that word

ting leaf-soil. I can barely sense the specifics of

exactly although the word flowed through his life

the odor at all. But it must be meaningful because

entirely. Instead, he would wonder at all that we

she stands fixed with her nose against the ground

humans did not know, writing, “For all we know,

awhile longer.

we do not know so much.”1 And what that not

I gaze skyward. Bare branches etch over the
clear blue wash of sky beyond. I lean back, a wet,
matted leaf tapestry molding my head, crisp edges
caressing my ear. A woodpecker’s drumming
punctuates the murmuring of movement in the

knowing might mean—what hope that gives—for
our hearts and for our children and for our world.
In these ways and more, Brian and George were
my teachers in life, and through death, each continued to offer me lessons in the way of love.

leaf litter and underground. I marvel at the full,

I struggled to stay grounded through that time of

diverse expressions of life in this place. It takes

loss. When I entered into the experience of love

more than one species, more than one language,

and loss, I discovered that for all I knew about

more than one life to comprehend it all.

the relationship between love and death, I un-

AFTERWORD 2021

loss heralds the current we call grief. Humbled,

A few years after writing “Time to Love” I experienced, separately, the deaths of two people who
encouraged me early in my writing and whom I
deeply appreciated: Zoologist George B. Rabb and
author Brian Doyle. Both of these men lived an
example of the love I wrote about, the love that
weaves every life into all life. And both men encouraged me in the writing of the essay “Time to
Love.” I met George in my work at the Center for
Humans and Nature. His commitment to care
for biodiverse, living communities and vulnerable species—including the now-extinct Rabbs
fringe-limbed treefrog—was unflinching. George
worked on behalf of life not merely as a job but
a way of being, and he was esteemed by more
publicly known leaders and colleagues such as
Jane Goodall, Sylvia Earle, and Thomas Lovejoy.
George is remembered for the big-hearted way
he looked at life, for his moderated idealism, particular standards, and the ethos of care he uplifted always.

derstood very little. The confluence of love and
I have spent the intervening years attuning to the
ground of grief and learning ways that the people
before me—and before this time—marked and
moved through the melding of love and loss. I describe some of this grief work in the book, What
Kind of Ancestor Do You Want to Be?2 The larger,
human work of integrating and honoring grief is
a task for lifetime, however long I am given. Each
day, I carry gratitude for George and for Brian, for
their lives, thunderous and flowing; for the love
they released into our world; and for the care, the
words, and the stories they gifted graciously along
the way. Now I turn toward these, to share with
you George’s and Brian’s responses to “Time to
Love” when it was written, exchanges that took
place prior to the Covid-19 pandemic. I imagine
each of them would say more today. Perhaps they
are. I will listen. I invite you to listen, too.
From: George Rabb
K—I missed your loving self! It is wonderful to
see you developing conceptually and creatively.

In 2013, Philosopher Kathleen Dean Moore in-

I would like for you to dwell a bit on our actual

troduced me to Brian Doyle. Our correspon-

lack of preparation for the loss of most life that

dence began with a joke, Brian’s joke. Brian

is certainly coming at an accelerated pace. And,

wrote in a loping way, hurdling obstacles to the

in this circumstance, death certainly does not

awesomeness of the ordinary. His writings and

nourish life! And, up front, I believe it would be

stories—diverse and full of wonder—lead humans

good not to simply rephrase the Baba Dioum

closer to their hearts through acts (and asks) of

mantra in terms of learning in order to love. I
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view experiencing others and other things as
vital to loving, and it is curious that satisfying
our curiosity-seeking is not acknowledged in this
context. Your dog snuffling illustrates the point
in an elemental fashion without words! K—I love
your effort, emic and etic, and thus love you for
being—George.
From: Brian Doyle
I think you are right about death—it’s such a
normal thing, but we are so terrified of it. A
friend of mine died recently and on his deathbed I asked him if he was scared. “Nah,” he said,
smiling. “It’s a big recycling program.” I have
always been fascinated by how religions ritualize passages into and out of life; the ancient urge
is to mark and celebrate and honor and salute,
which is healthy. I grew up with the traditional
Irish wake, in which the deceased is at his wake,
and people lean on the coffin and balance beer on
it and tell stories and laugh all night; and then
in the morning off we go for prayers and departure. Something honest in that. —B
This essay first appeared in Minding Nature, Vol.
7, No. 1 (Winter 2014).

Katherine Kassouf Cummings is Managing Editor at
the Center for Humans and Nature, where she leads
the Questions for a Resilient Future.

NOTES
1. B. Doyle, “The Goshawk,” Minding Nature 9, no. 3 (Fall 2016): 61.
2. Published this spring by a collaboration of the Center for Humans
and Nature and the University of Chicago Press. The book is co-edited by
John Hausdoerffer, Brooke Parry Hecht, Melissa K. Nelson, and Katherine
Kassouf Cummings.
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