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WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK

A FEW YEARS AGO I WAS ASKED TO SPEAK IN WASHINGTON, DC, AT A BIG conference on the global environmental crisis. A lot of my heroes would be presenting—nearly sixty speakers in just a couple of days.

Wow, I thought, this is bound to be just the crash course I need to make me more effective in addressing the problems I care most about. How convenient.

I did learn a huge amount in those two days. But as I walked out of the auditorium after the final speaker, something hit me. Actually, I felt that something had just hit me. I felt numb and heavy, very heavy. Reflecting on the experience, I noted that as the conference had worn on, the audience had wound down. I wondered what the departed ones were feeling when they left. Were they overwhelmed, stuffed so full of scary data that they felt stuck?

If others were experiencing what I was, it was not a good thing. Psychologists have found that if we believe there is no hope of overcoming a problem, many of us assume an uncaring posture to protect ourselves.1 And if I’d learned one thing over years studying the food and environmental crises, it’s that our way out of this mess is inconceivable without the active engagement of millions—well, no, billions—of us who do care. So, our earth can’t afford overwhelmed, discouraged people who are too depressed to engage.

[Note All URLs mentioned in this book are available 
on our website at www.smallplanet.org. ]



Arriving home after the conference, I was deeply troubled and asked myself, Are we environmentalists actually defeating our own ends? Just when the magnitude of our environmental crises is becoming clearer by the day, are we pushing people to despair?

This question seized me.

I believe that human beings are by nature doers. Most of us love to solve problems. Without that core trait, our species could never have created our complex societies. (Forget the wheel. Forget the steam engine. Forget decoding the human genome.)

But over decades, I’ve also come to appreciate that central to our ability to solve a problem is how we perceive the challenge, how we frame it—that “seeing” determines our capacity for doing, and certainly for effective doing. So I asked myself, Is there a way of perceiving the environmental challenge that is at once hardheaded, evidence based, and invigorating—one that welcomes us to become engaged problem solvers? Might it be possible to transform something that can feel so frightening as to make us go numb into a challenge so compelling that billions of us will eagerly embrace it?

Soon I was searching for answers to that question. I began dissecting the core assumptions behind dire media messages and texts and, more broadly, those ideas relevant to the environmental challenge that float, unnamed but potent, in our culture.

Within a couple of months I’d stirred up the guts to test the water. I decided to try out what I’d been learning on participants at a “relocalization” conference in central Massachusetts. As I knew I was questioning the “no-growth,” “consumerism-is-the-problem” messages dear to the hearts of many in my audience, my nervousness—the perspiring brow—was impossible to hide. But to my surprise, and huge relief, the audience responded with excitement. They peppered me with many great questions, pushing me on.

That speech became the seed of this book, which first sprouted in the fall of 2009. That’s when I decided to do something I’d never before  thought of: ask my readers for help. Not only was my plate full with another book’s release, but I knew my ideas were still forming. I wasn’t ready to publish a “final” version of my ruminations. I also recognized that the essence of that first speech, and this book, was not the “facts” of the environmental crisis, in which it is the voices of the “experts” that matter. The discussion here has to do with the way we think about the facts and therefore what we do with them. So it’s something to which anyone could usefully contribute.

I put out a draft of my ideas, distributed via the website of the organization my daughter, Anna Lappé, and I run—the Small Planet Institute—and at talks I was giving. I asked readers simply, How do I make it a better book? I had no idea what would happen, but since then readers have contributed enough comments to fill another small book. Study groups formed to confer together on feedback, and several professors used the draft in their classes. In all, I was profoundly moved by people’s generosity—their willingness to give their time and effort. This is, in today’s lingo, truly a “crowd-sourced” book.

Not only did I—that is, the book—benefit enormously from the insights of readers, but with their help I became even more convinced that what had so deadened my spirit after that environmental conference could be transformed. We don’t have to keep telling ourselves a story that robs us of the energy we need now, more than ever. We can each make the “leaps of mind” that move us from discouragement to an empowering stance. We can each reframe our thinking and seeing in ways that give us energy to engage.

Get ready.






OUR CHALLENGE—DEVELOPING AN ECOMIND

“So where are we going? And why are we in a handbasket?”

 

 

 

SEEING THIS BUMPER STICKER ON MY WAY HOME ONE EVENING, I chuckled aloud. “Wait,” I thought, “that’s what I’m trying to figure out.” It sure seems like the question we’d all want to answer.

After all, our earth is now warmer than it’s been in 650,000 years, and MIT scientists tell us that our planet’s future heating will likely be twice as severe as estimated less than a decade ago.1 So, in this century, higher water temperatures and melting ice caps could raise the sea level by nearly three feet. That’s enough to flood many of the world’s great coastal cities and to inundate much of Bangladesh. A rise of six feet is possible—maybe even more.2

But “warming” doesn’t really capture what’s happening. Our climate is becoming more chaotic. Think Los Angeles hitting a record 113 degrees in the fall of 2010, then a few months later Oklahoma’s wind chills sinking to 31 degrees below. Or monsoon rains swelling the Indus River in 2010 to forty times its normal volume, flooding one-fifth of Pakistan’s land and displacing millions.3 Or Australia in 2006 suffering its worst  drought in 1,000 years, only to face flooding over an area the size of Texas just four years later.4

Making climate more chaotic, each year, from Africa to Latin America, burning and logging destroy forests that cover an area the size of Greece—with climate-disrupting emissions greater than those from all transportation. 5 Partly as a result, we already may, or soon will, have wiped out enough species that the planet would need 10 million years to re-establish the extent of today’s diversity.6

Yet, worldwide we keep on releasing more, not less, climate-disrupting carbon, with coal—by far the worst offender—growing much faster than other fossil fuels.7

At the same time, we’re still reeling from a global financial crisis and soaring food prices that have pushed the total victims of hunger higher than ever in history, now nearly one billion, and with food prices hitting new highs in 2011, hunger is sure to rise again.8 Even in 2009, Andrew Simms of the New Economics Foundation in London, worrying about his country’s dependence on imports, warned that “we could literally be nine meals from anarchy and we are still in denial.”9

And here in the US, all the above can feel more daunting when the share of us who say we “worry” about climate change has dropped in recent years, now to about half, and we seem too bitterly divided as a culture to act. 10

Are you scared? I know I am.

But I realize that’s not the real question. The real question is whether we each can move ahead creatively with our fear because we believe that, in this pivotal moment, we have it in us to make a planetwide turn toward life.

I believe we do.

But don’t get me wrong—I am not an optimist. I am a staunch, hardcore, dyed-in-the-wool possibilist. I believe it is possible that we can turn today’s breakdown into a planetary breakthrough—on one condition: We can do it if we can break free of a set of dominant but misleading ideas that are taking us down.

Ideas?

Yes. The poetic observation often attributed to French writer Anaïs Nin that “we don’t see things as they are, we see things as we are” is precisely what scientists now confirm experimentally: For human beings there is no unfiltered reality. We are creatures of the mind who interpret experience through a largely unconscious mental map made up of the big ideas orienting our lives. Philosopher Erich Fromm called it our “frame of orientation,” through which we see what we expect to see. So, while we often hear that “seeing is believing,” actually believing is seeing.11

Revealing this deeply human trait is a silly but telling experiment in which psychologists instruct subjects to count basketball passes by players wearing white. In the middle of the game, a person in a gorilla costume appears and pounds her chest directly in the subjects’ line of vision; yet, a good half of them don’t register this unexpected antic at all. They’re focused on counting basketball passes! 12

This trait—seeing only what we expect to see—even shapes how we perceive our own nature and our place in the universe and, therefore, what we imagine to be possible. I first grasped the huge import of this trait when, as a college senior, I was assigned Thomas Kuhn’s classic work The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. In it, Kuhn shows how difficult it is for humans to shed a reigning mental map. Even bright people clung to an earth-as-the-center-of-the-universe worldview for 150 years after Copernicus showed us that, no, the earth is not at the center, we revolve around the sun.

To see what is in front of one’s nose needs a constant struggle.

—George Orwell, “In 
Front of Your Nose,” 
1946



Once we see through a certain lens, it’s hard to perceive things differently, be they the most mundane matters or the most momentous. Yet, the hard fact of human existence is that if our mental frame is flawed, we’ll fail no matter how hard and sincerely we struggle.

The central problem this book addresses is that, sadly, much of humanity today is stuck in precisely this “hard fact”—trapped in a mental map that defeats us because it is mal-aligned both with human nature and with the wider laws of nature. So, the question is, Can we remake our mental map? And do it much faster than those early astronomers?




CAN WE REMAKE OUR MENTAL MAP? 

Before exploring this central question, let me share four observations that bolster my cockeyed possibilism.


One: We’re living an aberration 

It’s not always been this way. Much of the systemic destruction we’re now experiencing is a great and brief aberration.

If all human history were squeezed into one week, and the clock started on Monday, our industrialized world—spanning only about seven generations—would emerge at three seconds before midnight on Sunday.13 In the one hundred years of the twentieth century, humans used ten times more energy than we did in the previous 1,000 years.14 In fact, 60 percent of the increase in atmospheric carbon dioxide levels now threatening our planet has occurred just since I was a high school freshman in 1959.15

So what we are experiencing may be horrific, but it is not the norm of human experience. It is not “conventional” or “business as usual.” Let’s banish the terms. It is rather a huge and failing experiment, a sudden, radical detour.


Two: We already know how 

Solutions to our crises—from global climate chaos to global hunger—are largely known. Consider this quick scan of four of our biggest challenges.

Starting with the energy-and-climate crisis . . .

While planet-heating coal now supplies about half of US electricity, renewable energy—wind, solar, geothermal, bioenergy, and hydropower—has the “technical potential” to provide more than sixteen times the electricity the United States needs now, concludes the Union of Concerned Scientists’ “blueprint” for getting to a green economy. In fact, the study tells us, any one of three green sources—wind, solar, or geothermal—could meet current electricity needs. 16

So, by tapping even a portion of this potential, we could replace coal.

Just two quite doable steps—raising fuel-economy standards and improving home and industry energy efficiency—could, over a twenty-five-year period, save the United States more than 3 billion barrels of oil a year, the same report notes. That’s nearly half what we consumed in 2009.17

In a different 2004 study partially funded by the Pentagon, physicist Amory Lovins explains how it’s possible to wean the US economy off oil in a few decades, mainly through greater efficiency and a shift to green energy sources. He shows that by investing an average of $18 billion a  year over the course of a decade—that’s less than 14 percent of what we’ve been spending on average in Iraq and Afghanistan each year—we’d realize a net savings of $70 billion a year by 2025. 18 Plug in 2011 oil prices and our projected savings would soar.

These projections also show that along the way, we’d revitalize industries, create more jobs, and make the US more secure than we would if we’d stayed the fossil fuel course to its bitter end.

One reason, Lovins persistently reminds us, is that saving a barrel of oil is a whole lot cheaper than buying one. At this writing a barrel of oil costs about $ 100, but saving a barrel costs only $18.19

Getting off oil in just a few decades? Have Americans—or anyone—ever moved this quickly?

The answer is yes.

Even if Americans began saving energy at only two-thirds the pace we achieved when reacting to the oil price shock from 1977 to 1985, we could be off oil in thirty to forty years, Lovins estimates .20 Other countries are already speeding along this path. Consider Sweden. By 2009 it was already getting more of its energy from biomass—plant material—than from oil.21

Costa Rica—which discovered oil but in 2002 placed a moratorium on its exploitation—now gets 95 percent of its electricity from renewable sources—hydroelectric, wind, biomass, and geothermal. But Costa Rica isn’t satisfied. It is rushing to become the world’s first carbon-neutral country in time for its bicentennial in 2021, says Minister of Environment and Energy Roberto Dobles. Four other countries are close on its heels: Monaco, Norway, New Zealand, and Iceland.22

When mulling over what’s possible, I also feel fortified by noting that countries now emitting vastly less carbon per person than the US are at the same time great places to live. Shouldn’t the fact that Germany releases half as much carbon dioxide per person as we do strengthen our confidence that we can get there and beyond?23

Plus, note that even the experts have way underestimated what’s possible : A recent survey of nearly fifty forecasts in Europe and around the world discovered that “nearly all of them had underestimated the future increases” in renewable-energy generation we would in fact achieve. 24 A few years ago, for example, the International Energy Agency set an ambitious goal for world wind-energy capacity for 2020—a goal we surpassed  more than a decade early.25 One reason is that, by 2009, the US (led by Texas!), China, and Germany had together installed more wind power than the rest of the world combined .26

And deforestation . . . do we know how to stop it?

Felling and burning the earth’s forests massively accelerates the pace of climate disruption. But compared to the 1990s, the next decade saw the earth’s net loss of forest—though still horrific at 13 million acres annually—drop by more than a third. Even Indonesia, with one of the worst rates of deforestation during the 1990s, reduced its rate of loss.27 In India, the government shifted from top-down forest management, enabling forest management by tens of thousands of village forest-protection groups.28 Its forests improved and expanded, and over the last decade, India ranked among the world’s top ten countries by yearly net increase in forest area. In 2005 it also led the world in area reforested. 29

Or take food and farming.

We know how to get that right, too, even though we’ve gotten it really wrong for sixty years: Extractive, destructive agriculture has created more than four hundred oceanic dead zones worldwide, where farm-chemical runoff is devastating aquatic life.30 (One dead zone in the Gulf of Mexico is often as large as the state of New Jersey. )31 And today, the global food and agriculture system—largely due to its increasing chemical intensity, the growth of the grain-fed livestock industry, and forest clearing for farming and grazing—generates roughly one-third of the climate impact of greenhouse gas emissions .32

At the same time, evidence mounts that we don’t need to wreak havoc to feed ourselves well. Think jubilant farmers in Mali, using nonchemical practices, who in 2009 won a prize for rice yields more than double the world average.33 And a number of studies now confirm the exciting promise of these farmers’ ecological approach.

An extensive 2007 University of Michigan study, for example, estimates that moving globally to organic, ecologically attuned farming practices could increase food output significantly.34 The shift is already saving and transforming the lives of millions, even in ostensibly resource-poor areas: In twenty African countries, more than 10 million farmers have on average doubled their yields by adopting agroecological approaches such as composting, mulching, and careful intermixing of crops, according to  recent research sponsored by the UK government’s Office for Science. Their farms cover an area more than half the size of the UK.35

Other evidence of possibility?

Compared to industrial farming, organic methods generate one-half to as little as one-third as many greenhouse gas emissions.36 In a decade organic agricultural land has tripled, and by moving worldwide to organic practices in two decades agriculture could be carbon neutral—releasing no more than it’s absorbing—says the UN Environmental Program .37

Finally, we know how to end hunger and poverty too.

Here at home, we were well on our way from the late 1940s to the early 1970s. Over these few decades, the poorest fifth of Americans saw their real family income jump 116 percent, the biggest leap of any income group.38 Achieving this striking progress were pretty straightforward poverty-fighting strategies: taxation based on ability to pay, a labor movement covering a third of private workers, high rates of employment, public support for veterans’ education, a minimum wage packing 25 percent greater buying power than it does today, and more. They all added up. In just over one decade—the 1960s through the early 1970s—we cut our poverty rate in half.39

The US has since gone backward fast—with almost 11 million more people sinking into poverty over the last decade and child poverty rising to 20 percent. Others have not. Seventeen years ago almost one-third of children in the UK lived in poverty. But the Brits raised child welfare benefits and kept their minimum wage much higher than ours. These and other efforts slashed the child poverty rate by more than half, to 12 percent.40

Even more dramatically, in the Global South, Brazil in just six years—from 2001 to 2007—cut poverty by 25 to 40 percent, depending on one’s measuring tool. Similiarly, Vietnam cut its poverty rate from 58 percent to 16 percent in less than two decades using public investment in jobs, education, housing and more.41 In part Brazil’s success reflects Bolsa Família, a cash bonus introduced in 2003 that goes to poor families that keep their kids in school and make sure they have medical care—a huge boon to families whose survival might otherwise depend on their children’s labor. 42

Whether in a poverty-plagued Latin America or in the big, rich USA, commonsense strategies have worked to make advances against hunger and poverty.

So yes, we are in big trouble, but it’s not for want of answers. This is the second reason I’m a possibilist. Solutions are known and are within our reach.


Three: It’s not all locked up 

Surely one reason it’s easy to feel defeated is that we’re not hearing about striking advances like these. Yet another is a common perception that the global power balance is so skewed that, in effect, “it’s all locked up.” We can feel shut out by an intimidating global corporate stranglehold whose grip, not our actions, feel all-determining. With corporate logos slapped on everything from tacky T-shirts to treasured public places—think Dunkin’ Donuts Civic Center or Cisco Field—it’s easy to feel that our planet is now strictly in global, corporate hands.

Here, too, our sights widen to possibility if we consider that giant corporations are not the only players in our economies.

While it’s true, for example, that a handful of corporations—Cargill, ADM, and Bunge—do dominate the global grain trade, it is also true that more than 85 percent of the world’s food is consumed in the country where it’s grown, according to UN agricultural data. Often it is sold within the same region—much of it outside the formal market system. And it turns out that most of world agricultural production isn’t the work of agribusiness, but of half a billion small farms, says the UN Environmental Program. We can also thank pastoralists, hunters and gatherers, and let’s not forget the 800 million urban and near-urban farmers and gardeners.43 In Japan’s metropolitan areas, for example, there are 2.5 million acres of farmland plots annually producing food valued at $28 billion.44

So, to conceive of small producers as “marginal” is quite a stretch. They play a central role in food production.

And jobs?

In Latin America, the street vendors, urban food growers, craftspeople, and service providers of the informal economy created 85 percent of the jobs in the 1990s and roughly 50 percent in the last decade.45 And in India, despite the media’s focus on high tech, nearly 90 percent of Indians work in this informal economy.46 By contrast, information technology and outsourcing employ only a few million people in a population that exceeds 1 billion .47

To see the world economy from a more realistic and empowering perspective, also note it’s likely that more people are members of cooperatives—one person, one vote—than own shares in publicly traded companies, based on one dollar, one vote.48 Cooperatives also provide one-fifth more jobs worldwide than do multinational corporations.49

My point is neither to glorify the Global South’s often harsh, even horrific working conditions nor to imply that small producers aren’t affected by global marketing and processing corporations. It is simply to remind us that our economies are not all sewn up by centralized corporate structures. Even in the US, businesses with fewer than five hundred employees still produce roughly half of the gross domestic product that is private and not from farming.50


Four: And a lot of people care 

Finally, our problem is not a disinterested citizenry. Hardly.

While, as noted above, the share of Americans who say they “worry” about climate change has fallen, survey after survey shows widespread concern and desire for action. Even as the economic crisis hit in 2009, four in ten Americans still ranked the environment as a top priority.51 Just a few years ago, nearly 80 percent of us said we were “ready to make significant changes to the way [we] live to reduce climate impact.” And about 70 percent of people polled in twenty-one countries agreed .52

In 2010, a Stanford poll found in the US that 86 percent of respondents wanted the federal government to act to limit air pollution from businesses, and 76 percent wanted legislation to limit the greenhouse gases that businesses can emit.53 And even though almost half of us believe (falsely) that there’s a trade-off between economic well-being and our environment, two-thirds of likely US voters in early 2011 agreed that renewable energy is a better long-term investment for our country than fossil fuel .54 Finally, two-thirds of us agreed, in response to a 2009 survey by the Glaser Foundation, that “America must play a leading role in addressing climate change . . . complying with international agreements on global warming.”55

This is the fourth reason I’m a possibilist. Despite hand-wringing about our political divide, there’s a lot of evidence, documented throughout this book, that Americans yearn to be part of the solution.




SO WHY ARE WE MOVING BACKWARD? 

If answers seem to be right in front of our noses, and our global economic reality isn’t as locked down as it can seem, and many people do care, what’s our problem?

It’s that too many of us feel powerless.

This is what we really have to worry about—for what good are proven answers if we don’t have the power to manifest them? If we can’t see how our individual acts can possibly count, given the enormous clout of those invested in the current course?

Almost nine in ten of us feel “big companies have too much power and influence in Washington,” and lobbyists and political action committees don’t fare much better in the public mind. When it comes to media, two-thirds of Americans share a basic distrust.56 We feel overpowered, dismissed, shut out of our home—democracy.

If you’re with me to this point, the next question is pretty obvious: How do we become powerful? How do we discover and build our power to create democratic decision making that responds to us?




THE POWER OF IDEAS 

I approach the answer this way: To get a grip on what’s robbing us of power, I ask myself, Who or what could be powerful enough to keep us creating, as societies, a world that as individuals we abhor—a world violating our deepest sensibilities and common sense? Over the decades, I’ve become convinced that the answer is not “those bad guys,” whether they are officials in Washington with whom we disagree or those threatening us from caves in Afghanistan.

As you now know, I see only one force that potent: the emotional power of our own ideas to trap us or to free us. This human quality of seeing the world through a particular lens is perfectly fine, so long as the ideas shaping our reality serve life. But what if they don’t? What if today, as our planet faces unprecedented threats, several dominant ideas—like the once tenaciously held notion that the sun circles the earth—aren’t serving us well at all?

For me, these dangerous ideas, together making up a coherent worldview, begin here:

At their core is the premise of lack, the notion that there just isn’t enough—of anything. Not enough food or fuel, jobs or jungles, parking spots or pandas, laughter or love. In fact, modern economics, now a dominant world religion, defines itself as the science of allocating scarce goods. And, unfortunately, even many environmentalists reinforce this view. In a recent call to action by environmentalists I admire, I read that all the stuff we use is made from something “scarce” that came from the earth and is produced by “scarce energy” from fossil fuel.

But perhaps even more debilitating than the notion that there just aren’t enough goods for our well-being is a parallel assumption: There isn’t enough goodness either. Our culture seems to whittle the human essence down to a caricature: We are selfish, materialistic, and competitive. At least, that’s all we can truly count on, and the way we’ve always been. Thus, even in accepting the Nobel Peace Prize, President Barack Obama informed the world—while contradicting archeological evidence—that “war, in one form or another, appeared with the first man.”57

So, the worldview we absorb everyday is driven by a fear of being without—without either the resources or human qualities we need to make this historic turnaround. Within this Western, mechanical worldview that we absorb unconsciously, we are each separate from one another, and reality consists of quantities of distinct, limited, and fixed things. I think of it as the three S’s: separateness, scarcity, and stasis. That’s our world.




THE GIPPER AND GEKKO 

And what does this worldview look like when, in pure form, it drives a society?

In our country, in just one generation it has emerged in a philosophy that denigrates the public sphere—as in 1981 when Ronald Reagan, “the Gipper,” declared in his first inaugural address that “government is the problem”—while it celebrates individual self-seeking. Recall Gordon  Gekko’s infamous “greed is good” line in 1987’s Wall Street? It captured for many Americans the spirit of the era, just as soaring sales of Ayn Rand’s me-first novels do today.

A result is an accelerating concentration of wealth, becoming so extreme that by 2005 Citigroup had named our economy a “plutonomy” because 1 percent of households control more wealth than the bottom 90 percent.58

The worsening stress and deprivation brought down on the majority of us only lend further credence to the worldview’s core tenet: lack.

This philosophy—fed today both by dominant political voices and by constant commercial messages—encourages us to see ourselves in endless competitive struggle, without the innate capacities to come together in common problem solving: in other words, lacking what democracy itself requires. While reversing our downward trajectory demands effective, responsive government more than ever, we’ve been absorbing the notion that government itself—not the forces making it less and less accountable to us—is our problem. In sum, this worldview turns us not only against each other but against an essential tool we have in common to meet our common needs.

Once we distrust government, it then makes perfect sense to privatize everything we can—from schools to prisons to many aspects of war.

It wasn’t always this way. Growing up, I learned in public high school in Texas that democracy entails the coming together of differing perspectives to deliberate over what is best for all and then compromising until a path is chosen. In a 1964 poll, when asked whether they trusted the federal government to do the right thing all or most of the time, three out of four Americans responded positively.59

Soon, however, a take-no-prisoners politics took hold that is the logical extension of a worldview of endless competitive struggle.

In it, the democratic process is without intrinsic value. It is a means to further one’s pre-set ends—discarded when it gets in the way: as in early 2011, when Michigan passed legislation permitting the governor to declare a municipality in financial crisis and to appoint a manager to “act for and in the place of the governing body.”60 One approving lawmaker called it “financial marshal law.”61

The goal of politicians, in this view, is not to win a public debate or “make a deal” to achieve a legislative solution; it is to destroy the other side. “Politics is war conducted by other means. In political warfare you do not fight just to win an argument, but to destroy the enemy’s fighting ability. . . . In political wars, the aggressor usually prevails,” writes David Horowitz in “The Art of Political War,” a pamphlet first distributed by Republican congressman Tom DeLay to his colleagues in 2000, later turned into a book, and updated most recently for Tea Party activists.62

And, sure enough, politics has become more and more warlike. In this frame, blaming the other becomes standard public discourse; compromise is treason.

Just as predictably, the public’s view of government reflects its ongoing denigration. By 2008, to the polling question above concerning one’s view of government, less than a third of us expressed trust, a drop of about 60 percent over four and a half decades.63 And by 2010, a CNN/Opinion Research survey found that 56 percent believed the federal government “poses an immediate threat to the rights and freedoms of ordinary citizens.” Now, that’s harsh! And among Independents and Republicans, about two-thirds held this damning view.64




THE TRAP 

These extreme attitudes appear to some as only the latest partisan political trend. But central to the thesis of EcoMind is that they actually reflect a much deeper set of assumptions that extend across political boundaries and affect virtually all of us. They help to explain why many accept or even endorse policies that hurt them and benefit only those at the very top of the economic ladder, such as massive cutbacks in services and the refusal to tackle the environmental crisis. My hypothesis is that many of us fall in line because the “it’s my money” and “the individual is king” messages “click” neatly into a preformed emotional mind-set, one grounded in an assumption of lack and separateness.

It’s tempting for environmentalists, including me, to imagine that we’re untouched by this dominant frame of lack of “goods and goodness” with its presumed endless competitive struggle.

But we’re not. In EcoMind I explore seven widely held environmental messages and related ideas—some of them largely unspoken assumptions—that now shape our culture’s responses to the global environmental and poverty crises. In each case, I challenge their limiting premises because I believe they are still trapped in the dominant frame of lack and separateness, and I offer a reframing that I believe can help free us to find our power to create the world we really want.




THE SEVEN THOUGHT TRAPS 

One: Endless growth is destroying our beautiful planet, so we must shift to no-growth economies.

Two: Because consumers always want more stuff, market demand and a growing population drive endless exploitation of the earth.

Three: We’ve had it too good! We must “power down” and learn to live within the earth’s limits.

Four: Humans are greedy, selfish, competitive materialists. We have to overcome these aspects of ourselves if we hope to survive.

Five: Because humans—especially Americans—naturally hate rules and love freedom, we have to find the best ways to coerce people to do the right thing to save our planet.

Six: Now thoroughly urbanized and technology-addicted, we’ve become so disconnected from nature that it’s pretty hopeless to think most people could ever become real environmentalists. Seven: It’s too late! Human beings have so far overshot what nature can handle that we’re beyond the point of no return. Democracy has failed—it’s taking way too long to face the crisis. And because big corporations hold so much power, real democracy, answering to us and able to take decisive action, is a pipe dream.



These seven “thought traps” are offered not as a definitive list but to encourage all of us to examine, and to reshape if appropriate, the stories we tell ourselves and others. Perhaps you’ve heard some or all of them stated explicitly or implicitly. You may agree with them, at least in part. If  so, I invite you to suspend judgment for just a moment and to consider that even seemingly commonsense ideas can be dangerous—if they come across in ways that trigger self-defeating emotions, if they evoke fear and despair.

Or ignite guilt.

“Like all outlaws, we’re now being punished for our transgressions—and climate change is just the scariest of the retributions that may be visited upon us,” writes Jonathon Porritt, called by the UK’s Guardian “the most influential green thinker of his generation.”65 In a similar morality frame, many see the cause of the environmental crisis as the “insatiable consumer” or our “age of irresponsibility.” Unfortunately, such metaphors not only make us feel blamed but fix attention on character failings. They don’t help us to identify patterns of causation and the rules that create those patterns.

Dominant metaphors of much of contemporary environmentalism—like “power down” and “we’ve hit the limits”—coupled with our culture’s more subterranean assumptions about our separation from nature—fail to crack the worldview of “lack of goods and goodness.” They can feed instead the fear and division that sustain this disempowering worldview.

Moreover, they fail to offer emotionally compelling alternative ways of seeing challenges and their rich, positive possibilities. This is a huge shortcoming, since we humans are creatures of meaning: We don’t jump into a meaning void: We must see a new path in order to leave the old.

An ecological lens.

Fortunately, there is another way of seeing now opening to us and, through it, a new pathway. We can see the world and our place in it through the lens of ecology. Ecology is, after all, simply the relationships among organisms and their environment.

With this lens we leave behind any fixation on quantities of limited things. We see that ours is not a finished, fixed world of distinct entities but an evolving and relational world. Through an ecological worldview, we realize that everything, including ourselves, is co-created moment to moment in relation to all else. In the words of visionary German physicist Hans-Peter Dürr, “There are no parts, only participants.”66

At its deepest, this insight lies at the heart of ancient wisdom traditions as well as the newest thinking in physics, biology, and neuroscience. 

Despite literature in the field of experimental neuroscience still “dominated by ‘top down—bottom up thinking,’” our brains are “feeding back to and directly linking regions that were not known to communicate with one another,” report University of Southern California professor Larry Swanson and colleague Richard Thompson. They are discovering, instead of top-down control, something more like “vast networks such as the internet,” where there is neither top nor bottom.67

Echoing their insights is Oxford physiologist Denis Noble in The Music of Life. In biological systems, he writes, “there are no privileged components telling the rest what to do. There is rather a form of democracy [involving] every element at all levels.” The shape of life, Noble explains, emerges through the interactions of all of the components of the system with each other.68

An eco-mind thinks . . .

• less about quantities and more about qualities;

• less about fixed things and more about the ever-changing relationships that form them;

• less about limits and more about alignment;

• less about what and more about why;

• less about loss and more about possibility.



Separateness is therefore the illusion; notions of “fixed” or “finished” are also fanciful. Mutually created and ever changing—that is reality.

In the dominant coherent, yet self-defeating, way of seeing, the “environment” is something outside of ourselves that needs help, really fast. From this standpoint, one perceives oneself as joining and enlisting others in an environmental movement to rescue the planet.

But as we rethink the premises underlying this worldview, we move to a different place altogether—a place where we experience ourselves and our species embedded in nature. We discover, for example, that not only do we exist in a habitat, we are a habitat. In our mouths alone live more than seven hundred species of bacteria, pioneering biologist E. O. Wilson informs us. And thankfully so, as they help fend off pathogens. In fact, Wilson reports, “most of the cells in our bodies are not human but bacterial.”69

With an eco-mind, we move from “fixing something” outside ourselves to re-aligning our relationships within our ecological home.




A LIBERATING JOLT 

Of course, I’ll understand if you have big doubts about whether we humans are capable of remaking our mental frames, especially since they often lie beneath our conscious awareness. So, as a reminder of our capacity to shift perspective and its consequences, I invite you right now to try a little experiment.

Lift one hand in front of your face, palm toward you, and let your fingers part slightly to allow a bit of space between them. Focus close in, just on your palm and fingers. When I do this, I see mostly my hand, and that’s it. Now, ask me to observe the room without moving my hand, head, or eyes. Suddenly, I realize I can. Even with my hand in front of my face, I can see the entire room by merely shifting my focus, if I choose.

Similarly, we as a species may be able to shift our focus and choose a new context for viewing our world. We can see the environmental catastrophe within a vastly bigger “room”—one that connects us with all around us.

But is such dramatic change possible?

I believe we’re capable of gigantic shifts of perception, including some very sudden ones. Even as I write in early 2011, Westerners’ long-held perception of Middle Eastern autocrats being in firm control shattered in a matter of weeks. But what really allows us to believe in the possibility of remaking core assumptions is, of course, our own direct experience.

Sometimes it takes a huge jolt. When I was twenty-six, newspaper headlines and world hunger experts everywhere were showering us with the scary news: Human numbers were hitting the limits of the earth’s capacity to feed us. Massive famine was around the corner.

Were they right? I had to know. So I began contrasting these pronouncements with the data I was digging up. And soon I sat in shock: What? Scarcity isn’t the cause of hunger? It seemed impossible to believe, but yes, food was then, and still is, abundant. Redrawing that piece of my mental map led to new questions and more shifts of perception.

Today, I believe the majority of us are experiencing psychic dislocation, or what psychologists call cognitive dissonance, that unsettling feeling that one’s world just doesn’t fit together anymore. Perhaps never in human history have such waves of shock, threat, and hope—from global climate disruption to financial collapse to democratic revolutions—arrived  simultaneously for so many. So my hunch is that if there were ever a moment in which big, societywide change might be possible, this is it.

At moments like these, some long-standing assumptions suddenly seem inadequate, even useless. Imagine poor Alan Greenspan, once the revered head of the US Federal Reserve, whose seeming ability to foresee changes in the financial markets had earned him the nickname “Oracle.” In 2008, confronted with one of the greatest financial free falls in American history, he had to acknowledge a “flaw” in his view of how the world works.70 What cracked, said the New York Times, was Greenspan’s “resolute faith” that those participating in financial markets would act responsibly.71

A moment of dissonance can be terrifying. But it can also be a great gift—a liberating whack. As long-held blinders fall away, we can see what in “normal” times was hidden. We can choose to freeze in fear and retreat. Or we can see ourselves and the world with fresh eyes. As we make big “leaps of thought,” we can move from disempowerment and despair into an upward spiral of empowerment and honest hope. With new clarity, suddenly we have real choice—maybe for the first time.

So, in this book, I probe and challenge the seven thought traps above. My hope is that this exploration can help us all to realize the most stunning implication of an ecological way of seeing: endless possibility. Now, to feel the freedom of an eco-mind in our bones, let’s probe those thought traps holding us back, take some big leaps—and then explore the ground on which we land.





thought trap 1:

NO-GROWTH IS THE ANSWER!

Endless growth is destroying our beautiful planet,

so we must shift to no-growth economies.

 

 

 

EVER SINCE THE PHENOMENAL BUZZ SURROUNDING THE PUBLICATION of the book Limits to Growth written by a team of young MIT scientists almost four decades ago, this message has seemed like a no-brainer to many. Today, the dean of no-growth is indisputably former World Bank economist Professor Herman Daly—a true pioneer in green economics.

To create sustainable societies, Daly declares, we must leave behind the “growth economy” in which success is defined as ever-increasing production. 1 Striking the same note, Worldwatch Institute’s Erik Assadourian warns that a no-growth economy is “essential” if “the wealthy countries . . . are to rein in carbon emissions.”2 The economies these luminaries envision, no longer disrupting nature’s cycles, are where we must quickly head.

But stopping “growth”? Hmm.

Growth sounds pretty good to my ears, especially when I consider the alternatives: shrink, shrivel, decline, decrease, die. All these sound, well, downright unappealing. And for the majority of the world’s people, those struggling without paid work or fearing layoffs, I can see why the approach could feel threatening—signaling to me that “no-growth” might not be environmentalists’ most stirring rallying cry.

So, while fervently embracing the goal of ecologically benign economics, I can’t quite visualize excited crowds waving their placards in the air—“No-growth NOW!”

The problem with this way of framing our reality cuts much deeper than whether it’s sexy. Its first big downside is that the frame leaves unchallenged the prevailing assumption that what defines today’s economy is in fact “growth”—ever-expanding abundance. It lets stand the notion that our economy has for the most part brought us great stuff; it’s just too bad we can’t keep going on this happy path.

This framing is a huge obstacle. It blinds us to the reality that what we’ve been doing actually generates much more waste and scarcity than abundance—for many now and for many more in the future.

This realization was the aha moment I mentioned earlier that set me on fire at age twenty-six. Squirreled away in the University of California, Berkeley, “ag” library, I was trying to piece together an understanding of why hunger still exists in our world. And in the process, I soon discovered that our “efficient, modern, productive” US food system was not creating the plenty I’d imagined. In fact, I learned, it funnels sixteen pounds of grain and soy into cattle production to get back one single pound of beef.3 At first, I assumed that such a wasteful ratio had to be an exception, but gradually I came to realize that gross inefficiency is the rule. Here is what we’re really producing:Resource waste: Ten tons of “active mass raw materials” such as coal and wood are extracted for each person in the US each year, reported a widely used 1989 study by economists Robert Ayres and A. V. Kneese. Yet, only 6 percent ends up in “durable products” we use. The rest becomes waste as fast as it is extracted.4 Plus, compared to fifty years ago in the US, we generate almost two-thirds more municipal solid waste per person—now over four pounds each day.5

Energy waste: Fifty-five percent of all energy in the US economy is wasted, reports Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory.6 Other experts say it’s even worse—with 87 percent wasted.7 These findings are less surprising if one considers that about two-thirds of energy entering most of the world’s power plants—as coal or oil, for example—is released as waste heat.8 Some waste of energy is unavoidable, true; but we lag far behind efficiencies achieved in many other industrial economies.9

Water waste: To produce just one pound of beef in the US uses as much as 12,000 gallons of water.10 So, by one estimate, it takes one hundred times more water to produce a unit of beef protein than the same amount of protein from grain.11 And much of that water is mined for irrigation from America’s largest aquifer (underground, water-bearing earth), the Ogallala, which lies beneath our farm belt. If we keep using the water at this rate, portions of the Ogallala could be empty in just twenty-five years.12

Ocean waste: In recent decades we’ve fully exploited, or overexploited, three-fourths of the world’s fish stocks. 13 But for what? One-third of the catch gets turned into feed for animals, wasting much of its potential as food for people.14

Food waste: Nearly half of the food ready for harvest in the US never makes it into our bodies. Fresh fruit, for example, can deteriorate in our long supply chains, but even 14 percent of what Americans purchase is thrown out.15 So think of it like this: Every day, besides feeding us, our food system wastes enough to meet the caloric needs of a second country about two-thirds our size; and it’s getting worse—with wasted calories increasing by half since the mid-1970s.16 To boot, most of our wasted food ends up in landfills, generating the powerful climate-disrupting gas methane.

Plus, we shrink our food supply in another way. Worldwide, over a third of grain and 90 percent of soy production now go to livestock, returning to humans only a fraction of the nutrients fed.17





Clearly, staggering waste and loss are the rule, not the exception. Yet, because we can’t see most of this built-in waste and destruction, some environmentalists critical of the current order continue to describe our economy as being “designed expressly to create wealth”—which sounds wonderful. 18 And in their textbook Ecological Economics, Professors Herman Daly and Joshua Farley describe our earth as a “ship” whose cargo hold has been overloaded with our “gross material production” or is “nearing capacity.”19 The primary problem of our growth economy, Daly suggests, is that it may well already be generating more “physical wealth” than “the biosphere can sustain.” Ours is a “full-world economy,” he says .20

Because I share these trailblazing economists’ goals, I worry that such metaphors can’t work: to most people, “full” isn’t something to be upset about; it sounds really good—full heart, full life, full tank! More worrisome, such quantitative images don’t help develop our eco-minds so that we can see patterns of destruction.

One might more aptly argue that our planet was once “full”—full of a vast complexity of life forms, a fullness that our economies have been emptying faster and faster. Every day we lose over 100 species .21 And rather than creating wealth, more fundamentally our economy is designed to concentrate wealth, a form of concentration involving the vast destruction of real wealth, the health of the natural world, including human life. Today, 60 percent of ecosystem functions that sustain life worldwide are “being degraded” or used in ways that can’t last.22

Since what we’ve been calling “growth” is largely waste and destruction, let’s call it what it is: a system that in fact stymies growth and even quickens diminution and death—of genetic and social diversity, health, relationships, beauty, happiness, art forms, languages, and ancient knowledge.

So the first big problem with the “growth-is-our-problem” frame is that it blinds us to the massive waste-making machine our economy has become.




BUT WHY THE BUILT-IN WASTE AND DESTRUCTION? 

To cure that blindness we have to get our heads around our economic system—this religion we’ve been spreading around much of the world—and  understand why it’s become the waste-generating aberration that it is.

In the blame-growth view, the answer to the question “Why?” seems simple: Our problem is the quantitative overtaxing of resources—just too much. Hence, the frame’s second big downside: It inhibits us from digging, from following our curiosity.

Here’s where my curiosity leads me:

Evidence suggests a basic design flaw in our peculiar version of a market. Markets have served humankind for millennia, but we’ve turned this useful tool into a formula for disaster—a market that ends up producing waste and destruction because it is largely driven by one-rule: Pursue what brings the most immediate and highest return to existing wealth holders.

With single-minded fixation on this end, our economy creates scarcity from plenty in four ways:

First, one-rule economics violates nature’s laws, disrupting its regenerative power. Focused only on financial return to a minority, our market isn’t designed to respond to other signals—nature’s signals that could avert, for example, the steady loss of soil fertility, the ongoing depletion of groundwater, the 70,000 annual deaths from polluted air in the US alone, the 20,000 deaths each year worldwide from pesticide poisoning, or the multifarious consequences of climate-altering greenhouse gases.23

No. Our market can’t even register these signals. Economists call them “externalities” because they’re external to the financial balance sheet of the corporation producing them. But a corporation’s “externality” is our reality.

Coal, for example, emitting 50 percent more carbon per unit of energy than oil, remains a highly lucrative industry for companies like Massey and Peabody. But that’s only because this industry’s “externalities”—its real costs in public health impacts and in environmental damage—are paid not by coal companies but by the rest of us. And they are vast: about a third of a trillion dollars each year, according to a 2011 study led by Paul Epstein of Harvard Medical School.24

More broadly, the externalized impact of just 3,000 of the world’s biggest corporations, report two UN-affiliated bodies, totaled over $2 trillion in damage to the global environment in 2008—that’s equal to most of the 2009 US federal revenue .25

Second, as we should have learned as kids playing Monopoly (also governed by simple rules aggregating wealth till the winner takes all), our  market concentrates financial returns so tightly that most of the earth’s people experience scarcity, no matter how much we produce.

Worldwide half of all people survive on less than $2.50 a day, while the richest four hundred Americans now control more wealth than the poorest half of all the world’s adults.26 One family—the Waltons of Walmart—has come to control roughly as much as the bottom 40 percent of Americans put together .27 Yet the bottom 90 percent of Americans now make less in real dollars than in 1973—down on average $2,000.28

The third pitfall of a one-rule economy is that it ends up depriving us of the open, transparent, and fair public conversation that is the heartbeat of democracy. As wealth concentrates and the idea of a public good loses favor, our communications media over the last thirty years have become themselves highly concentrated private-profit centers, no longer serving the essential, independent function of a free press envisioned by our founders.

One-rule economies create waste and destruction because they . . . 1. disrupt nature, since they can’t register the damage they cause; 
2. concentrate wealth and power;I
3. deprive us of fair and open public conversation;  
4. allow private power to distort public choices to serve its interests. 




One result is that, for example, those with wealth and vested interest in denying climate science can use the media to shape public perception. The oil and chemical industry multibillionaires Charles and David Koch—whose company Koch Industries ranks among America’s top ten air polluters, according to a university study—have backed media campaigns scorning the scientific consensus on climate change. Surely their investment in swaying us is one reason that in just four years the share of Americans who accept that human activity is causing the climate crisis dipped from half to just one-third.29




PRIVATELY HELD GOVERNMENT 

In answering “Why the built-in waste and destruction?” so far I’ve named the root of our crisis as a “one-rule economy” that, first, is unable to register its destruction; second, inexorably concentrates wealth; and third, deprives us of an open, fair exchange of ideas.

A fourth problem may be even more serious for us all, if that’s possible to imagine:

Rules that consolidate wealth also end up distorting public decision making; so they corrupt the very workings of democracy that we need to fix the destructive rules.

That’s double trouble.

It means that in the wake of the 2008 financial collapse even corporations receiving tax-funded bailouts continued to lobby against public oversight.30 So the financial “reform” bill passed in 2010 did little to challenge a major force behind the crash, the secretive trading of risky “derivatives”—even though we know that secrecy has proven over and over again to bring out the worst in humans.31 And the bill left in place an even smaller number of megabanks “too big to fail”: They’re 20 percent larger than before the crash and control more of our economy, so if even one falters, taxpayers will again have to jump in or risk systemwide collapse .32

When concentrated wealth of this order infuses and distorts the political process, we end up with the ultimate oxymoron—“privately held government.” The term seems apt, not flippant, when we let sink in that for each person you and I elect to represent us in Congress roughly two dozen lobbyists are at work persuading them to serve their clients’ interests instead.33 And lobbyists aren’t just knocking on our representatives’ doors; they’re increasingly being given the keys. In the first six months following the 2010 midterm elections, nearly one hundred lawmakers “hired former lobbyists as their chiefs of staff or legislative directors,” reports the New York Times. Congressional committees and subcommittees, trusted to draft our laws, hired forty lobbyists as staff.34

In 1938, Franklin Delano Roosevelt described the danger of our current predicament with startling candor:The liberty of a democracy is not safe if the people tolerate the growth of private power to the point where it becomes stronger than their democratic state itself. That, in its essence, is fascism.35





In this context, it’s no surprise that public policies increasingly favor giant corporate entities and those with a direct stake in them—including  tax-related policies: In 1950 almost a third of federal tax receipts came from corporations; now it’s just 9 percent.36 Everyday citizens must therefore carry more of the cost of government. The burdens of privately held government, however, go beyond a heavier share of taxes or losses from an irresponsible banking industry.

Before the disastrous blowout of BP’s Deepwater Horizon drilling platform in April 2010, the giant oil company had run up 760 safety violations so serious that the Occupational Safety and Health Administration called them “egregious” and “willful.” (Ranking second and third were Sunoco and ConocoPhillips: with eight and four violations .)37 BP, it turns out, had rested the fate of human lives and entire ecosystems on a blowout preventer of a type shown to work less than half the time.38 And, a full year later, dead baby dolphins are still washing ashore, thousands of families whose lives were ruined by the accident are still angry that they’ve gotten so little help, and key recommendations of the independent commission charged with protecting us against another such nightmare are still not in place.39

So why haven’t our government’s agencies tasked with overseeing offshore drilling on our behalf protected us?

The oil industry is among the largest campaign contributors and lobbying forces in Washington; and oversight of the industry has become so soft that, over five years, BP had paid just $373 million to avoid prosecution for its violations. Sound like a lot? That’s less than one half of 1 percent of BP profits during this period. 40

Or consider the similarly powerful chemical industry’s ability to fend off public oversight: “Of the more than 80,000 chemicals in use in the U.S.,” editors of Scientific American noted in 2010, “only five have been either restricted or banned. Not 5 percent, five,” and “the EPA has been able to force health and safety testing for only around 200.”41

But by early 2011, the suffering of the Japanese living through the worst nuclear accident in a quarter century focused hearts and minds on one particular risk—that of nuclear power. So, a burning question for me became:

With so many great safe-energy options, why did we risk this horrific accident, and why now are so many still willing to live with the danger that nuclear power brings?

My rule of thumb is that when a viewpoint seems to flout common sense, it’s smart to explore the assumptions hidden beneath it. In this case it seems clear that our privately held government, under the influence of the nuclear industry, has been strikingly effective in setting the frame through which many now perceive choices.

At a social gathering recently, a dear friend in his thirties, a physician and father, vigorously rejected the idea that the Fukushima accident might be the death knell of nuclear power. Nuclear power has caused a whole lot fewer deaths than coal, he argued. And renewable energy can’t meet energy needs; so, despite the risks of nuclear power, he said, we can’t get by without it.

We have no choice, he was telling me, and a lot of people must feel that way. After all, if we knew we had a choice, who would choose a technology in which one accident could kill hundreds of thousands? Or choose to bequeath to our children deadly Plutonium 239, just one dangerous byproduct of nuclear power, which remains hazardous for as much as 500,000 years—especially when we haven’t been able to agree on a single waste storage site?42 Or choose a power source sure to heighten the risk of nuclear proliferation and to make us more vulnerable to an extremist’s plot? Physicist Amory Lovins described New York’s Indian Point nuclear plant as “about as fat a terrorist target as you can imagine.”43

So where does the frame come from that robs us of choice?

A highly concentrated industry. Just three corporations build nuclear reactors in the US. One, GE, is the second-largest company in the world and responsible for most of the reactors in Fukushima. A few dozen more are involved in development and operation. They sure know how to spend their money. In 2010, for each of the 535 members of Congress, GE alone spent $73,000 lobbying.44 In Barack Obama’s four-year Senate career, executives of the nuclear giant Exelon were among his top ten campaign donors.45 So it gets easier to grasp why, even after Fukushima, President Obama continued to tell us that nuclear power is safe and to push for more nuclear reactors.

The “safer and necessary” frame my friend has absorbed starts there but extends far beyond the industry’s clout in Washington.

The UN-affiliated International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), which sounds like a neutral watchdog, says its mission is “to accelerate and  enlarge the contribution of atomic energy.” In 1959, at the beginning of the nuclear power era, this body and the World Health Organization (WHO) signed an agreement requiring that before any undertaking, each “shall consult the other with a view to adjusting the matter by mutual agreement.” 46 Might this help explain, asks physician and nuclear opponent Helen Caldicott, why a 2009 report published by the New York Academy of Sciences predicted the death toll from the 1986 Chernobyl accident ultimately to reach nearly a million, while WHO, IAEA, and others have coauthored reports projecting a death toll one hundred times lower?47

Little wonder that my friend sees nuclear as safer than coal.

But the real question is why so many people feel caught between these two terrible choices in the first place. My hunch is that, in part, they believe they’re just being realistic because it seems obvious that renewable energy could never gear up fast enough to meet our electricity needs.

What is missed here is that renewables already provide half as big a share of our electricity as nuclear does.48 And it’s not nuclear power, whose plants can require a decade to bring on line, but wind power that can expand quickly: US wind electricity generation jumped fivefold in just five years, from 2004 to 2009.49 And its potential is huge: Offshore wind, by itself, according to Department of Energy data, has four times greater potential capacity than the nation’s total present electric generating capacity from all sources .50

And surely another reason my friend sees nuclear as the only viable option, however unappealing, is that he’s got no idea that he himself has been helping pay the industry’s bills: Government and rate payer subsidies—totaling roughly $300 billion and still mounting—are what have made nuclear appear cheaper than safe, renewable alternatives, reports the Union of Concerned Scientists.51 For almost fifty years our subsidies for nuclear power have been “more valuable than the power produced,” the scientists estimate.52

And my friend may not know that the projected cost of building a nuclear plant has risen to $9 billion, ensuring big future rate increases, or that a federal spent-fuel repository is expected to cost American users nearly $100 billion over its lifetime.53

Finally, he probably assumes that nuclear power could help free us from dependency on foreign suppliers, but, unfortunately, about 80 percent of nuclear fuel is imported. 54

Lost opportunities

Luckily, I later had a chance to go over some of these points with my friend. “I clearly I have a lot to learn,” he reflected, but then asked great questions about the viability of a renewable energy future and the best ways to get there. Unfortunately, quickly finding the best answers to these questions gets thwarted by exactly the same forces ensnaring us in fossil fuels and nuclear. From 2002 through 2007, for example, well over six times more public monies went to fossil fuel–and nuclear electricity–related research and development—over $9 billion—than to renewables.55 Imagine where we’d be if that $300 billion in nuclear subsidies over the last decades had gone to research and development of renewable energy.

Or consider this missed opportunity:

When the government injected significant stimulus money into our economy to stave off depression in the aftermath of the financial crisis, it sure seemed like the perfect opportunity to shift course to energy sanity.

But what happened?

The “green” portion of the 2009 stimulus package came to a measly 12 percent. Think where we’d be if we had taken a course more like that of the EU—where 59 percent of government stimulus funds went to green initiatives. Or better yet, like South Korea at 80 percent.56

I mention these missed opportunities to underscore that our problem isn’t the politics of a particular misguided administration, or a greedy few at the top, or our society’s fixation on growth. It is rather a deep “design flaw” in our particular version of the market—one putting private over public interest—that is killing us.




REFOCUSING ON WHAT MATTERS 

So here we are. And calls for “no-growth” clearly can’t save us.

Distinguished economist Herman Daly sees it differently, advocating “no-growth” and “steady-state” economies because growth always involves “quantities” that are “basically physical” and therefore fill up the planet. Yet his goal, and mine, is what he calls “qualitative development,”  that is, what enhances the quality of our lives and our ecosystems. 57 To get there requires, I believe, that we leave behind metaphors that keep us focused on additive quantities—too much stuff—and seek those that encourage us to probe the destructive processes that create vast deprivation, even amid plenty; processes created by centralized control systems that are designed with no means to register their destruction.

Plus, a framing that can be received as focused on quantities of things fails to encourage us to see that many “things” of value for which we exchange money aren’t “basically physical.” Our motivation can quicken as we appreciate that only our imagination limits the number of ways we might enhance each other’s lives and get paid for it. Think art, sports for fun, child and elder care, religious activities, healing, environmental restoration, and education and lifelong learning.




BEYOND GROWTH VERSUS NO-GROWTH 

As we learn to think like an ecosystem, we can see a way forward: Realizing that ever-evolving relationships define life forms and experience—including ours—we can let go of mechanical dichotomies, like growth versus no-growth, empty or full. Finding our courage to reject privately held government, we can shape economies that register and respond to nature’s laws in a democracy accountable to the citizens.

Economic development isn’t a matter of imitating nature. Rather, economic development is a matter of using the same universal principles the rest of nature uses.

—Jane Jacobs,
 The Nature of
 Economies, 2001



Then, in economies harmonizing the meeting of real human needs with nature’s generation and regeneration, entirely different questions come to the fore. Not more or less growth, but questions like these:

What does wider nature teach us about the human social environment?

How can we create rules for our societies that take their cues from nature’s rules—rules that keep energy, of which money is one medium, moving in ways that enhance life, instead of trapped at the top of an economic pyramid? For unless money is circulating widely, none of the promising new green economic initiatives can truly bear fruit.

Strategies that keep wealth dispersed and fluid are in many ways pretty straightforward. They include such prosaic ones as taxing households according to ability to pay—as Adam Smith, a favorite of conservatives, recommended more than two hundred years ago—and a minimum wage high enough that the “free market” comes to mean one so open and fair that we are all free to participate in it.58

Equally useful to keeping wealth circulating, so we’re all free to be participants in the market, are rules—abandoned here thirty years ago—that bar interest rates so high that they trap borrowers in perpetual debt. Also needed to keep market access open and money flowing throughout an economy are rules that prevent corporate monopolies and break them up when needed, plus rules that ensure workers’ freedom to join labor unions without fear of reprisal. Access to education and health care is essential as well, so that each of us can be a contributing community member, both creating and using wealth.

Such straightforward approaches depend on government answering to citizens’ interests and, therefore, on removing the grip of concentrated wealth on public choices—which I’ll take up in Thought 7.

We’ve done it before—from the 1930s to the 1970s, the US made significant strides on these fronts—and around the world today, some companies, communities, states, and whole societies are already breaking with the growth versus no-growth paradigm in order to thrive.

Here is a mere taste of these breakthroughs holding huge lessons for us all.


The flourishing company 

I’m sure Ray Anderson, seventy-seven, never imagined himself becoming an icon of ecological enterprise. But years ago, Anderson, founder of Interface Inc., experienced a personal epiphany—his own moment of dissonance : Reading Paul Hawken’s The Ecology of Commerce, he suddenly realized the environmental impact of his carpet company. Anderson soon stepped out ahead of the pack, and in just the last seventeen years, his global carpet giant has made huge strides.

The company’s success in part flows from a breakthrough in perception. Anderson stopped viewing a carpet simply as one big, continuous surface and introduced carpet “tiles,” which allow replacement and recycling of  specific worn-down or soiled modules without wastefully disturbing the rest of a perfectly good carpet.

Interface asked designers to spend a day in the forest and to create carpets inspired by the forest floor. The designers realized “‘there are no two things alike here.’ No two sticks, no two stones, no two leaves, anything,” Anderson remembers. “Yet there’s a pleasant orderliness in this chaos.” When they came back, they designed the carpet tile they call “Entropy,” which became the company’s biggest seller.59

And randomness turned out to offer a real ecological and efficiency dividend. Because of its random pattern, Entropy involves less installation waste. Installers don’t have to worry about a tile’s direction. Random design also means that when worn or stained tiles need replacing, new ones blend in easily.60

Interface has pushed to reduce its greenhouse gas emissions partly by becoming more energy efficient, partly by turning to renewable energy, and partly by making carpets with one-third to one-half less oil-based yarn than competitors’. It has captured methane emitted from a landfill to power one of its plants. Interface has cut emissions by almost half and reduced water use by 80 percent.61 Anderson sees the mountain Interface is climbing as “taller than Mount Everest—it’s Mount Everest Sustainability.” And at the top is “Zero Environmental Impact . . . where we really want to get to.”62

Along the way, Interface’s sales have grown by two-thirds.63

Today, the company’s goal, prominently announced on its website, is to eliminate all negative environmental impact of its operations by 2020.


The flourishing farm community 

Far away from corporate life and carpets, imagine farmers in India scared to death—literally—when their crops fail, and they’re unable to repay debts taken on to buy “modern” corporate-controlled seeds and chemicals for crops destined for unstable global markets. Imagine the stress and illness as they struggle from dawn to dusk. The southern state of Andhra Pradesh has long been a center of such misery dubbed the “pesticide capital of the world” and among those Indian states hit hardest by farmer suicide.64

But, in the 1990s, some farmers began to see their entrapment with new eyes.

With loans from civil society groups and then support from the minister of agriculture, what locals call a “nonpesticide” movement began to spread in Andhra Pradesh. A number of cotton farmers began to say no to Monsanto Corporation’s genetically modified seeds and returned to local varieties, costing a fraction of what they had paid for the patented corporate seeds, and to natural pest-control practices. Their costs fell, and soon profits began to rise. I was struck by a photo in the journal Seedling of a poster in the center of a village displaying, for all to see, the outcomes of the two farming options: Farmers using the nonpesticide approach enjoyed 23 percent more net income than their chemically dependent neighbors.65

As the movement has spread, farmer indebtedness has fallen drastically, and a survey in three Andhra Pradesh districts showed hospitalizations from pesticide poisoning had dropped 40 percent. The local economy quickened as former pesticide pushers, who previously returned profits to corporate producers far away, began making and selling natural pest-control potions using the ancient neem tree, cow dung, chilies, and other locally available ingredients, keeping profits in the villages.66

Touching only 400 acres seven years ago, by 2009 sustainable farming practices had reached roughly 1.3 million acres spread across most of the state’s districts—with no sign of slowing down .67

At the same time, in a related dramatic step, poor, low-caste women in a handful of villages in the state’s Medak district came to realize another kind of dependency, beyond that on high-cost seeds and toxic chemicals: Many had abandoned their fields of nutritious, diverse millets, lentils, amaranth, and greens and begun to rely heavily instead on eating government-subsidized, chemically produced white rice—lacking essential nutrients. Ah, they realized, no wonder their health and communities were suffering.

Together, the women’s groups, working with the local Deccan Development Society (DDS), found their courage to reclaim abandoned fields as well as traditional knowledge of ecological farming practices, including the saving and sharing of seeds. With their healthy harvests, women consistently repaid loans received through the DDS for land reclamation.

They also devised their own food-security reserve to end hunger and indebtedness: It begins with an outdoor meeting in which a whole village comes together to decide which families will likely need extra food between harvests, like those with little land but many children or a widow’s family. Then all households contribute to a reserve from which those with extra needs can draw.68

This women’s network has now spread to involve almost 6,000 households in 125 villages. They’ve calculated that their work is already producing almost 3 million extra meals each year, as well as almost 350,000 additional days of employment. And it’s spawned a yearly festival celebrating seed saving and sharing. At first only a few joined in, but now, thousands—with music, dancing, art, and a colorful seed caravan traveling from village to village.69

The women of DDS, mostly illiterate, have not only found their voices but are broadcasting them: They’ve learned to produce high-quality video and community radio to document and share their successes.70

On very different terrain in northern India’s Himalayan foothills, my daughter, Anna, and I hiked into villages a decade ago to meet those in a similar learning-doing network—Navdanya—founded by one of the world’s most effective champions of ecological farming, Indian physicist Vandana Shiva. The Navdanya farmers we met, who not long before had been hooked on commercial seeds and on pesticides, glowed with pride as they showed us their handmade registries of indigenous plants they are protecting through ecological practices. Since our visit, Navdanya has not only trained 500,000 farmers to make this transition to eco-friendly farming but has created its own farmer learning and field research center near Dehra Dun, conserving 3,000 varieties of rice.71

All this is indeed growth—stunning growth of an ecologically sound farming system and community health.


The flourishing local economy 

Breaking with the assumptions of a “one-rule” economy that is centralizing control, citizens worldwide are beginning to assert their power to stand up for their local economies, decentralizing power.

In the US and Canada, in eighty towns and cities, a “Local First” movement of independent, sustainability-oriented businesses has taken off.  Together they’re encouraging purchasing that keeps the wealth of their customer neighbors near home.72 Bellingham, Washington, took an early lead in this love-your-hometown movement.

“Are you locally owned?”—more and more businesses are hearing the question, Michelle Long, founding executive director of Bellingham’s Sustainable Connections, told me. “Before, the question never came up,” she said.

Now, more than 650 participating independent businesses in this city of 80,000 display a poster and a “buy local” decal in their windows. They give special thank-you cards to loyal customers and offer customers coupon books with discounts at member stores. To kick off the campaign, Sustainable Connections welcomed citizens to compete to collect the most receipts from local businesses in one month. The grand prize? A month of free meals at locally owned restaurants.

A dollar spent in a locally owned business can generate three times more local economic activity than a dollar paid to a corporate chain.73 Not to mention the community building that happens when we shop from proprietors we know and the enormous environmental benefit of shortening supply chains.

In Europe, a superhero of this awakening to the possibility of thriving local economies is the small eastern Austrian town of Güssing, which only twenty years ago was one of the poorest towns in a poor region. Seventy percent of its workers had to commute to find work; millions of dollars were leaving town every year to buy fossil fuel. But local leadership began to see possibility: Why not, they thought, stop the outflow by becoming energy efficient and by taking advantage of what they had in abundance—woodlands, potentially offering cleaner energy—all while investing in local jobs?

Soon, ambitious conservation measures in buildings in the town’s center had cut energy use in half. Today, mainly through an innovative biomass (wood chips plus agricultural waste and sewage) gasification process, Güssing is now able to supply all its own energy—with virtually zero emissions. It even has enough to export some too. The abundance of clean energy has attracted fifty new businesses to Güssing, creating 1,000 new jobs.74

And there’s another, unexpected income stream: For as long as townspeople could recall, its twelfth-century castle had been Güssing’s only real  tourist attraction, but tens of thousands of tourists now make their way there each year to be inspired by Güssing’s green turnaround.

This global movement is not just greening physical power; it’s also dispersing social power.

Worldwide, the movement includes 800 million members of cooperatives—enterprises owned by their users, including shoppers, savers, farmers, and small business owners and workers, not by distant investors and speculators. Membership has jumped tenfold in the last half century, “making lives more secure for almost half the world’s people,” estimates Cooperative Hall of Fame honoree David Thompson.75

And perhaps nowhere more dramatically than in the Emilia Romagna region of northern Italy: There, over 5,000 cooperatives make everything from the country’s best parmesan cheese to its first electronic scale. About a third are small worker-owned companies with fifty or fewer members, while some consumer cooperatives boast 1 million plus members. Together they generate at least a third of the region’s economy.

Visiting Italy a few years ago, my guide Davide Pieri, who worked within the co-op movement, told me he’d tried working for a corporation and then as a private consultant, but, he smiled, “This is the interpretation of life that I enjoy.” It’s a more democratic economic model that has helped make the area one of Europe’s most prosperous.76

At the other end of the prosperity scale is Cleveland, Ohio, recently ranking number one on the Forbes Misery Index. There, ten major cooperative enterprises are getting under way to move misery to opportunity. One, the Evergreen Cooperative Laundry—industrial size and thoroughly “green”—opened in 2009 to serve health-care facilities in a neighborhood whose median household income is only about $18,000. Each of the planned worker-owned businesses, projected to offer a total of five hundred jobs, will contribute 10 percent of pretax profits into the seed fund to help launch still more co-ops, writes Gar Alperowitz in The Nation.77

Elsewhere, citizens are stepping up as joint owners of enterprises their communities depend on.

In the center of Powell, Wyoming, population 5,500, for example, stands the Mercantile, a 12,000-square-foot department store run not by a multinational based in Arkansas but by its owners—all five  hundred of them—who live within blocks of the store. The idea for “the Merc” was born in 2001, after the town’s only general clothing store, owned by an out-of-town chain, closed. Suddenly, even buying a pair of shoes required driving twenty-three miles to Cody or one hundred miles to Billings.

Inspired by what the people of Plentywood, Montana, had done in a similar pickle a couple of years earlier, the Merc’s volunteer committee needed only a few months to sell eight hundred shares at $500 a pop—enough to open the doors. In the first year, the Merc’s gross sales shot well past its board’s projections. By early 2004, the store had outgrown its space and expanded into a 2,500-square-foot basement nearby.

The Merc continued to succeed even after a Walmart Supercenter opened only forty-five minutes away. And in 2010, Merc shareholders began to enjoy dividends on their investment.78

Now folks from other towns in the heartland arrive in busloads to learn from the Merc. And elsewhere, the movement is growing, as in the UK, where over two hundred towns now enjoy thriving community-run stores.79

Also contributing to thriving local economies is the takeoff of local and regional complementary currencies. Not backed by the national government, they’re traded only in a defined area for services and locally produced goods—with the goal of keeping wealth circulating locally.

In Germany, you’ll find hundreds of complementary currency systems, roughly thirty of which serve whole regions. In 2003 in the Lake Chiemsee region of Bavaria, Waldorf School economics teacher Christian Gelleri and his students created the Chiemgauer note (equal in value to a euro). Since then, some 3 million have begun circulating, with six hundred businesses now accepting them. A regional currency like the Chiemgauer is spent on average eighteen times in local commerce—that’s three times the local circulation of the euro .80

In the US, western Massachusetts’s BerkShares currency (each note is worth $1 and purchased for $0.95) has grown remarkably. Since 2006, $2.4 million worth of BerkShares have flowed into circulation, accepted by more than four hundred businesses. Cofounder Susan Witt  explains one way BerkShares build community wealth: “Businesses are now trading with other local businesses, so that they’re sourcing their printing, accounting, and food products locally rather than out of the area.”81


The flourishing country 

Over several decades, Costa Rica—with a per capita income just one quarter that of the United States—has made startling advances despite marked income equality.82 Health care and education have expanded to make people’s lives longer and more fulfilling. In just one decade, the 1970s, the country slashed its infant death rate by more than two-thirds. By the 1980s, 60 percent of households benefited from quarterly health worker visits.83 In life expectancy, Costa Rica ranks just behind the US and Canada in a virtual tie for third place.84

Three decades ago, Costa Rica had one of the world’s worst rates of deforestation. Forests had shrunk to cover only one-fifth of the nation’s land. But over the last two decades, the country has used smart incentives to encourage farmers to protect trees, and now forest covers about half the country.85 Even more surprising to some, recall Costa Rica’s decision to place a moratorium on oil drilling.86

Encouraging green energy sources, Costa Rica has achieved an ecological footprint per person just one-quarter that of the US. By 2009, Costa Rica had risen to first place in the world on the Happy Planet Index, ranked by its citizens’ perceived well-being and the size of a country’s “ecological footprint.”87 In Thought 7, I’ll explore why Costa Rica’s path is different from that of so many of its neighbors.

Each of these far-flung examples—which many of those involved would certainly describe as “growth”—reflects life-enhancing economics that are improving the lives of citizens while reducing the built-in system of waste I decried earlier.




MEASURING OUR PROGRESS WITH AN ECO-MIND 

Such stories can spur us to get over the useless growth-versus-no-growth debate. But to truly succeed, we need better ways to measure what we  value as Herman Daly pointed out two decades ago. And helping us do just that is a burgeoning international movement radically rethinking the gross domestic product (GDP)—that grossly misleading measure of a society’s well-being that is simply the sum of expenditures for goods, services, and exports minus imports.

To grasp the GDP’s shortcomings, in just one example, recall the earlier tale of indebted Indian farmers. Then consider that in 2010 India’s GDP got a boost when the State Bank of India provided to a businessman in Maharashtra—the state ranking highest in farmer suicides—credit to buy 150 Mercedes Benz. The GDP grows with one man’s frivolousness. But the suicides of Indian farmers, ruined by lack of fair credit and prices, occur in India every thirty minutes, on average. Yet the GDP subtracts nothing for their demise.88

A very different measure, tracking well-being from a relational perspective, is the Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI), brainchild of Ted Halstead, founder of Oakland-based Redefining Progress. The GPI looks at both how much money we spend and what we gain or lose with that spending.

The cost of crime—measured in money spent to replace damaged property or on medical and legal expenses—pushes up the GDP, but in the GPI this cost is deducted from the measure of national well-being. The GDP adds the value of natural resources we extract and sell, but the GPI looks at the true costs of that use—subtracting, for example, the $1.18 trillion cost of carbon emissions in just one year, as well as the destruction of forests and farmland.89

So, while our GDP has grown steadily, our genuine progress—measured not only in financial wealth but also in the positive value of leisure time and fair income distribution and the cost of environmental damage, to name a few aspects—is hardly better than it was in the mid-1970s.90

The GPI encourages us to drop the narrow “more-or-less” lens and to ask:

Are our societies flourishing, and how do we know?

What does any quantitative measure tell us about the qualities of the society we want to grow?

Using a GPI, it’s likely we’d make different choices. Here’s a glimpse of what that might look like: For three years, citizen protests against building a third runway at London’s Heathrow Airport were stymied. But in 2010 the protestors prevailed after an independent study took a wider view. It considered costs of additional carbon, congestion, and pollution, for example, and the project’s touted economic gain turned into a cost to the UK “upward of £5 billion.”91

Polls show that majorities in many countries favor more accurate measures of well-being, like the GPI.92 The “good news,” says Italy’s chief of national statistics, Enrico Giovannini, is that in half a dozen countries, including Germany, the United Kingdom, and France, top officials are expanding their focus beyond mere quantitative economic growth to “well-being.” Even China has embraced fifty-five green indicators.93

Seem unlikely to find favor here?

I would have thought so, but in early 2010, Maryland became the first US state to develop and adopt the GPI to measure its progress, using twenty-six indicators of economic, social, and environmental well-being.94

The state intends to use a lens that captures well-being to plan for the future, so it turned to the University of Maryland’s Center for Integrative Environmental Research to develop a modeling tool to forecast how investments today would affect prosperity fifty years from now—measured by the GPI. It projects that going all out for green jobs, clean-energy savings, or what the center’s director, Matthias Ruth, calls “smart growth,” would each double the state’s GPI.95

Certainly, many people hearing about the breakthroughs in this chapter would perceive them as examples of growth, really positive growth. Maryland splashes these words across its website promoting its new measure of progress: “Smart, Green and Growing.” Surely, “growth” is a word I personally don’t want to give up. I want my tomatoes to grow, and my friendships.

But the word, applied to societies and economies, has for so long meant only a quantitative measure of expansion that it’s probably time to give it a rest. To communicate the enhancement of qualities we want, rather than the expansion of quantities we probably don’t, we might be a lot more effective using other phrases and terms: progress toward well-being, for example, as in the Genuine Progress Indicator. Or we might choose, as I have here, to speak of “flourishing,” “thriving,” “life-enhancing” economies and communities.

And why, you might wonder, not simply stick with the much more common term “sustainable”? It’s all right. But “to sustain” suggests “bearing up” or “keeping on,” and I want more. And I think most of us do too.




A CLARIFICATION 

Before moving on, let me be super clear.

In challenging the “growth-versus-no-growth” frame, I am in no way putting myself in the camp of analysts such as Julian Simon, author of The Ultimate Resource, who have argued for decades the naïve notion that as we continue to practice business as usual, market signals, combined with infinite human creativity and a desire for profit, can meet any environmental challenge. Both this faith-based, market doctrine and the limits-to-growth frame share the same premise: scarcity. One says growth is the answer to scarcity; the other suggests that growth is the central problem creating it.

I’m saying neither. I agree strongly that today’s economic “growth” is not working, but to define what we’ve been doing as “growth” risks blessing our current practices with a term that sounds positive to most ears. That’s a problem. Plus, “no-growth” can look downright scary to the jobless, who understandably see economic growth as essential to putting bread on their tables.

Most troubling to me, however, is that the focus on growth as the problem—or as the solution—keeps us from probing to the root of our global crises: the patterns of power over decision making that we ourselves choose, consciously or not, that leave one kind of deadly economic model gaining in strength. Instead, I’m suggesting that we can utterly shift our vision to the goal of aligning our practices with nature, including all we now know about human nature. Together we can then get on with creating the context—the social and ecological relationships—that enable all of us to flourish, to experience a plentitude of what really matters to live fulfilling lives.

THOUGHT LEAP 1

Since what we’ve been calling “growth” leads to so much waste, let’s just call it what it is—an economics of waste and destruction. Then let’s probe why. Dropping the distracting “growth-versus-no-growth” debate, we can embrace qualitative notions of where we want to go, choosing terms like “flourishing” and “genuine progress” that focus our minds on enhancing health, happiness, ecological vitality, resiliency, and the dispersion of social power.



Closely tied to the “no-growth” thought trap are two much more widely heard framings of the problem: one, that we consumers are to blame for the mess, and, two, that humanity has hit the limits of what earth can sustain. Let’s look at each of these thought traps in turn.





thought trap 2:

“CONSUMER SOCIETY” IS THE PROBLEM

Out-of-control shopping is overtaxing natural resources.

 

 

 

THE DAY I BEGAN THIS CHAPTER, NPR’S Marketplace FEATURED “designer diapers,” a baby’s first fashion statement. Apparently, their premium price had not stopped even Walmart shoppers from snapping them up.1

Just one hint of the ravages of this kind of shopping mania is this stunning estimate: On top of all the stuff itself, every year on average each American now disposes of almost three hundred pounds of packaging, and that’s without even counting a lot of soda and beer cans.2 Visualize it: almost a pound a day for every man, woman, and child in the country! No wonder Americans generate about a third of the world’s trash, about a ton per person each year.3

So it sure is easy to join the chorus that “consumerism” is out of control, and it is killing us.

“We in the industrialized countries use way too much stuff,” says Richard Heinberg, author of Powerdown and The Party’s Over, “because that stuff is made from depleting natural resources.” Heinberg notes that every environmentalist rails against the “dragon” of consumerism, which must be slain.4 The US is the world’s “champion consumer,” declare veteran environmental scientists and advocates Dr. Paul R. Ehrlich and Anne H. Ehrlich in The Dominant Animal, because of Americans’ “disproportionate consumption and attendant environmental destruction.”5 From this angle, the problem appears to be “consumer society,” and the diagnosis sounds like common sense.

But “consumer society is to blame,” as a central environmental message, can’t work. Even the word “consumer” misleads, since none of us consumes anything. Whether it’s food or a laptop, we are mere “passthroughs,” and all that passes through us goes somewhere. We may think we throw things away, but there is no such place as “away” in an ecological system.

Before really digging into why I believe this approach can’t work, however, I want to be sure I’m being fair to environmentalists focusing on consumerism. Many don’t simply blame shoppers; they also condemn corporations for aggressively stimulating “consumer demand” and, like Paul and Anne Ehrlich, also implicate the concentration of power. But my focus is on what gets heard, and very often it’s simply that overconsumption in the “rich countries” has created the crisis, period.

That message is a nonstarter for a couple of reasons.

For one, it doesn’t fit most people’s everyday lives, even in an ostensibly wealthy country like the US. True, the stereotypic “American consumer” is the guy lugging a flat-screen TV through the doors of Walmart on Black Friday. But what does this image hide?

Most of the percentage increase in “consumer spending” over the last thirty years went to pay not for new TVs and the like but to escalating health-care costs. In fact, the share of the US gross domestic product devoted to spending on goods fell almost 5 percentage points between 1978 and 2008.6 And that was before many of the staggering losses Americans have more recently felt: Between spring of 2007 and late 2009, the net worth of American households fell more than a quarter.7

Plus, if we see our problem through the lens of consumerism, it’s easy to feel that it’s all somehow inevitable. British environmental leader Tim Jackson writes that “our own relentless search for novelty and social status locks us into an iron cage of consumerism.”8 And since both a passion for novelty and a need for social standing seem to be deeply human traits, I might easily misunderstand Jackson to be saying that consumerism reflects innate impulses, even though his own analysis is much more nuanced. How depressing, and de-motivating. Then, on reading John Naish, author of Enough: Breaking Free of the World of More, lamenting our “limitless instinct to pursue more of everything that we enjoy,” my heart sinks further.9

Closely related to the downer of being told that consumerism is virtually a genetic given, this thought trap seems certain to make people in the Global North feel accused. Yet, whether learned the hard way as a mother or as a world-hunger fighter, I’ve come to see guilt as a pretty lousy motivator. Ultimately, people don’t like having the finger of blame pointed their way, especially when they feel they’re struggling just to get by themselves.

Plus, if this message is heard as a call to “give up” the very goodies that make increasingly stressful lives a bit more fun, convenient, and comfortable, then of course those hearing it would assume that any other way of living must be dull and trying.




BORN TO BUY? 

For starters, we gain ground toward solutions by distinguishing between what is innate in all this—humans’ love of novelty and our need for social approval, for example—and what isn’t. True, these proclivities make us vulnerable to manipulation to buy ever more, but that’s a far cry from assuming that our vulnerability makes endless accumulation almost inevitable.

Pondering how much of today’s material fixation is “natural,” I sometimes return to a surprise I got years ago reading my own grandmother’s (three volume!) very personal history of our family.

Born on the Kansas prairie, Frances (for whom I’m named) married and gave birth to my dad at an age that was then considered late— thirty-seven. Her husband, George Moore, ran the feed store in the small town of Winfield. I loved reading the rich details of her daily life, but what stood out most was that virtually none of her preoccupations had much to do with things. Her very full life revolved around church, piano playing, friendships, the boys’ club she started, and other community places and events—like the county fair in a park where she met my granddad.

I mention my grandmother’s life because its meaning is often overlooked. For me, it’s a reminder that the way we, the better off in the Global North, now live—focused so centrally on the material—is really new in our species’ evolution. It is an aberration, as I’ve argued earlier. It’s not an inevitable expression of humanity.

Yes, maybe, I can hear a reader pushing back: “But modern life has so many advantages that few would ever choose to give them up and live like your granny. Isn’t consumerism therefore effectively inevitable?”

This response, I believe, carries a confusing and false assumption: that “consumerism” is just another way of saying “creature comforts,” convenience, and excitement. So when one imagines my grandmother’s life, no matter how appealing its more relational aspects, we wouldn’t want it. God forbid. We assume we’d surely be physically uncomfortable and both intellectually and emotionally constrained. In a word—life would be really dull.

We have difficulty imagining lives that are both relationally rich, unburdened by the stress of amassing and protecting a lot of material things, and also replete with creature comforts (pleasant indoor temperatures and hot baths), enjoyment of novelty (the iPad or exotic travel), and intellectual and emotional stimulation.

In a word, we conflate modernity and consumerism. But we can get over it. We can begin to imagine how modern societies, aligned with the laws of nature—and, yes, reflecting human nature—could be vastly richer than the stressed lives so many lead today.




MATERIALISM MISDIAGNOSED? 

To get started, we might first question whether at least part of what’s assumed to be proof of “materialism” is in fact a reaction to our inability to  secure what we really want. In other words, when societies’ governing rules and expectations deny human beings ways to express our deep needs and capacities for security, fairness, cooperation, and efficacy, which I take up in Thought 4, we don’t just fold our hands in defeat. Sometimes we go for the next best thing—trying to satisfy some of what’s missing through our badges of success, our stuff.

So here’s the irony: Much of what gets labeled self-seeking consumerism may actually reflect our deep need for connection with others. The seemingly endless purchasing by some modern humans might not be about “things” at all or the comfort or convenience they bring us. Might the urge—be it for a McMansion or cool new sneakers—really be about relationships, our yearning to enhance our status with others?

Fascinating research reveals that merely touching money—not even being given it—can ease the pain of social ostracism (as well as diminish the sensation of physical pain). When asked about how touching the money affected them, subjects surprised researchers by noting that it made them feel stronger.10 And, as I’ve argued, our need for power runs deep.

Buying things seems also to be a common human strategy to ease feelings of insecurity and fear. When we humans are reminded of our own mortality, we focus more on “money, image and status,” social scientists Tom Crompton and Tim Kasser report.11

If there’s truth here, then an effective strategy for calming our mad shopping may not be to scold us as selfish consumers. Might the scorn only diminish further our sense of self—and therefore backfire? If so, much more effective would be work to foster new, compelling connections in communities of common purpose instead of common purchases—a shift enabling us to feel more secure and powerful.

The burgeoning local, organic foods movement might be seen as one beautiful pathway. Through it, neighbors are creating school and community gardens and supporting farmers’ markets, not merely for the physical pleasures, a plenty, but with a sense that they’re part of something big and important: a fast-growing, global movement for healthy growing and eating that ties us even to the faraway Indian farmers described earlier, those rediscovering their own rich food heritage.

I’ll never forget a conversation, years ago, with the late Pauline Thompson, an elder member of Kentuckians for the Commonwealth, a powerful citizen group that had successfully taken on the state’s dominant coal industry. She told me that she used to feel that if her neighbor bought a new couch, say, she had to run out and buy one too. But once her community work captivated her, she found she had no patience for such trivial matters.

With this clarity, we can challenge the common claim that, within capitalism, firms automatically produce the goods and services people need and desire. We can question the phrasing of countless think tank projections citing “market demand” as the force behind massive and rising resource overuse—as if “market demand” were an inexorable force existing on its own, apart from us.

Dangerously misleading.

Instead, we can show how corporations operating within a “one-rule economy,” defined in the previous chapter, so powerfully manipulate us; and beyond that, we can focus on what assumptions and rules are giving them their power and what we can do to ensure that our economies serve life.




INSIDE “MARKET DEMAND” 

“Market demand”—what people are willing to spend—is largely a function of the rules we together are creating, allowing corporations to control so much wealth that they can spend globally each year about half a trillion dollars on advertising, about $70 for every human on earth, to entice us to buy what brings them greatest return.12

In the US, make that $ 1,000 per person.13

Since the billions thus spent on advertising end up in the prices we pay, you and I each day are footing the bill to be seduced. That we’ve permitted advertising to be a corporation’s tax-deductible expense means we’re also paying in lost public revenue. We are, in effect, paying to construct an information system using the most powerful persuasion tool known to humankind, fear: fear of attack (“buy my home alarm system”), fear of social isolation (“buy my wrinkle-erasing cream”), or fear of being one-down (“buy my newest iPhone before the next guy”).

Also, what’s lost in the assumption that “market demand” is the root of environmental problems is the significance of its composition: that is, who’s making the demand and for what and why. Here’s what I mean: In a one-rule economy, wealth inexorably moves into fewer and fewer hands, so that more and more “demand” comes from fewer and fewer people.

So, for example, while most Americans still imagine ours to be a “middle-class” society, it isn’t. In 2010 the Obama administration placed households with up to $250,000 annual income in this category. Middle? Not really. Just 2 percent of US households are above this income mark. 14 But the most dramatic measure of concentration in the US is that the top 1 percent of households holds more net worth than the “bottom 90 percent of households put together,” according to Citigroup. 15 In fact, economic inequality here, perhaps the greatest in our history, is more extreme than in India, where in 2009 the number of Indian billionaires doubled, while nearly half of all the country’s children suffer malnutrition.16

The wealthy stimulate “market demand” of a certain kind—for big cars, airplanes, multiple homes, technology, grain-fed meat, seafood, and imported luxuries—all with consequences for the environment. If the same total dollar value of demand, in India, for example, were instead coming from millions of poor villagers creating thriving local economies tapping renewable resources—as is already emerging in parts of this country and beyond—the eco-implications could be vastly more benign.

Another ecologically consequential feature of a power-concentrating economy like ours is that workers have to put in longer and longer hours to make ends meet. On average, Americans spend roughly four hundred more hours each year on the job than do the Germans or Dutch. Our long hours warp market demand in ways damaging the environment.

“Time-poor” people tend to eat out more, use more carbon-intensive travel, and have less time for pro-environment activities like gardening or do-it-yourself projects involving fewer purchases. So the Center for Economic and Policy Research estimates that US energy use could drop by a fifth if Americans simply enjoyed the time-use patterns of western Europeans. Note that fifty years ago, we did enjoy shorter working hours than they.17

Thus, when you hear even distinguished environmental analyst Lester Brown argue that rising prices for grain, and thus grain-fed meat, are the consequence of “rising affluence” among the world’s bottom 3 billion, don’t buy it.18 Affluence is rising for some. The pressure largely reflects deepening inequalities, giving a minority greatly increased market power while leaving multitudes without work and driving many of those working to put in longer hours.

Most often, this “affluence” explanation for food-price hikes and food-related environmental pressure is presented as a virtual inevitability. It’s not.

Staying with meat for a moment: Note that in developing countries, animal-food consumption from grain-fed livestock that can push up prices and cause environmental damage is highly concentrated. Well over half of that increased consumption is happening in China, and to a lesser degree in Latin America, largely serving better-off urbanites.19

By contrast, if rural families throughout developing countries—who make up 70 percent of the world’s very poor—were becoming more “affluent” and eating more animal food, the impact could be quite different. Instead of feeding grain to animals in large commercial feedlots, small family farms could be integrating livestock into productive ecological farming. They wouldn’t be adding pressure on food prices, and their affluence could make positive environmental ripples .20

So the composition of “market demand,” not just its size, matters enormously to our ecological well-being, and it isn’t an inexorable force before which we are simply observers and victims.




WHAT IS LUXURY? 

Moving beyond the false dichotomy—either material fixation or boring lives—starts with rethinking luxury itself. It happened to me unexpectedly.

In 2006 I journeyed with my extended family—ages six to seventy-three—to the Amazonian region of Peru, eventually moving in a small boat along the Tambopata River.

After several hours, we hopped off the boat for a short hike on a narrow jungle path until we reached a large clearing. There, we got our first  glimpse of our resting place, an airy structure built largely of bamboo and on stilts. Climbing the wide stairs, we entered a large, open, multilayered gathering space with high ceilings, flowers, and decorative wall hangings. I was enchanted.

And that was before our first meal in a dining room with colorful macaws swooping in to alight on high wood beams above us. And before I strolled in the early evening stillness along an open “bridge,” lit on both sides by lanterns, to my bedroom, where my mosquito netting appeared more like an elegant canopy than an insect barrier. And before I lay listening to the soft jungle sounds, so clear and present because the room’s outer wall reached only to my waist.

[Luxury is beauty, but beauty is not a luxury.]



We stayed just a few days. But as we packed into the same small boat to leave, I realized my perception had been forever altered. I had learned that, for me, luxury is beauty but beauty is not a luxury.

This hotel had little electricity, no private baths, and no chandeliers, no carpets, no spa, no granite fountains. But it was by far the most luxurious hotel I’d ever stayed in. My need for creature comfort was more than met—it was indulged, as I savored local dishes and rocked in the colorful hammock watching the monkeys play. And my mind was stimulated delightfully by encounters with scientists studying the rain forest and my own observations of the flora and fauna along the jungle paths.

My epiphany, redefining luxury as beauty, happened far from home through a particular experience I realize that, because of its location, isn’t available to most of us. Yet, much of my pleasure came from being intimate with the natural world, and that opportunity is available to virtually all of us. Thus, opportunity to rethink luxury is everywhere, at any moment—including right now in my Boston home as I sit here taking in the beauty of delicate icicles, dangling at least four feet just outside my dining room window.

“Luxury as beauty” has nothing to do with a particular place or an object’s price tag. It is seeing with eyes for beauty. Once we cut the automatic but learned connection between buying stuff and pleasure, we can actively cultivate new connections—a sense of freedom as we shed draining habits and discover new pleasures in seeing and creating beauty all around us.




OUT OF THE CAFETERIA LINE INTO THE KITCHEN 

Another way to grasp the shortcoming within “consumerism itself is the problem” is to reflect on certain changes that have contributed big-time to ecological disruption over the last sixty years but have nothing to do with buying more “stuff ” per se. So, they can’t be addressed by a simple “buy less” strategy.

Let’s take just three.

One is the expanding size of homes, using vastly more resources to build and power. On average our homes are more than twice as big as they were in 1950—that means almost 1,400 more square feet to heat and care for .21

Second is the greater distance we and our goods travel. Commuting time increased by nearly 20 percent between 1980 and 2000, and commuting distance jumped by over 40 percent from the mid-1980s to the mid-2000s. 22 (And in most big urban areas, our time spent stuck in traffic—now equal to a full workweek—jumped threefold in twenty years. )23 Produce also travels more than 20 percent further .24

Third is the change in our choice in meat. Over the last half century, Americans have shifted from range-fed to feedlot beef, using vastly more resources per bite.

So, why has all this happened?

Did families sit around kitchen tables in the 1950s and 1960s saying, “Hey, we all want to commute almost an hour a day, and we’re dying for kiwis from New Zealand? And, by the way, life would be so much better if our steaks and hamburgers were fattier.”

Probably not.

And even our much larger homes? Are they really what we’ve “needed and wanted”?

What if . . .

Instead of 1,400 more square feet, we’d been able to choose a modest increase, along with more eye-pleasing, comfortable, open construction, reducing heating and cooling costs—what’s called “passive solar” that simply uses great insulation and takes advantage of the position of the sun to offer natural lighting and improve airflow and temperature?25 Or an “active solar” home, using solar panels, which can sometimes generate more energy  than it uses?26 (Some good news is that in the aftermath of the housing collapse, the US trend toward ever-bigger homes is starting to reverse .)27

Or, instead of suburban homes with a lot more floor space, we could have opted for easy access to lovely parks and gardens where our kids could play outside safely? And fun points of neighborly connection, such as refigured libraries and community centers equipped with gyms, where we could hold club meetings, watch the World Series, or pump iron with friends, while our kids used the all-weather play spaces?

Or, instead of lives in suburbia, requiring long, frustrating commutes, we could have chosen close-knit, city living with rooftop gardens, where we could walk to entertainment, work, and parks, or get around quickly and safely on bikes or on modern buses enjoying dedicated lanes with weather-protected walk-on platforms, like those already taking off in Latin America?

And then there’s the beef. What might we have chosen?

Several decades ago, as corn yields shot up, creating vast supply in a world with billions too poor to buy it, agribusinesses learned that keeping cattle in huge lots and feeding them tons of that cheap grain and soy (cheap in part because of almost $6 billion a year in subsidies) ended up fattening profits .28 Advertisers then told us the resulting beef, “marbled” with more fat, was a tastier luxury than plain-old range-fed beef.

In 2002, cowboy poet Vess Quinlan reminisced about what happened after the sudden surplus of corn: “I grew up on the taste of range-fed beef, but soon I was hearing food celebrities patterned after Betty Crocker touting corn-fed beef on the radio, and I couldn’t figure out what was wrong with beef raised on grass.”29

The US Department of Agriculture did its part, too, to convince us. It labeled the fattiest beef the highest “quality” grade and called it “prime.” Who wouldn’t prefer that?

But, instead of swallowing these promotional pitches, what if we’d known that all the extra fat would worsen our disease risk, use vastly more grain and water to produce, and, for many eaters, be less tasty than range-fed beef anyway?

Political philosopher Benjamin Barber in Strong Democracy uses a cool metaphor that helps me grapple with Thought 2. In a market economy  driven by the one rule of highest return to existing wealth (my shorthand, not Barber’s), we “consumers” end up like diners in a giant cafeteria. We can point to the choices under glass and feel as if we have many appetizing options.

But what we can’t do is get behind the counter, go into the kitchen, and plan the menus that include what we really want, including the discovery of some tantalizing suggestions from friends and neighbors that by ourselves we might never have dreamt up. As “menu planners” we could make choices based on what we gain and lose with differing options.

Perhaps including some of the “might-have-beens” above?

Plus, our sense of what we “need” turns out to be a lot less fixed than many assume: The share of Americans who feel air-conditioning is a necessity, for example, dropped from 70 percent in 2006 to 54 percent just three years later when times got tougher, and our attachment to dishwashers, clothes dryers, and microwaves weakened similarly. 30

And our perception of enjoyment can make quick adjustments, too, I realized recently in this small example: Staying overnight at a friend’s, I was handed a towel by my host. How great, I found myself thinking, as I felt a coarseness that I recognized immediately as the mark of line drying. I love that roughness against my skin when I’m drying off. And my next thought was, Wait. When did I stop thinking Downy-soft was best?

Even long-held sensibilities about hygiene can transform rapidly. For Japanese, riding in a stranger’s car has long been unappealing: “We like things clean and tend not to want to use things when we don’t know who used them before us. So a car-sharing service will never be popular in Japan.” That’s what environmental activist Junko Edahiro got in response to his eco-appeal for car sharing a few years ago. But values are changing in Japan, and as a few tried car sharing, others got on board, and car sharing took off quickly. Now it’s available at every station in Tokyo’s main railway loop.31

And here in the US, more and more people are realizing there’s a fun way to have what we need when need it, without rushing to the mall. Using the website tool NeighborGoods.net to find each other, people across the country had by 2011 shared goods—from a bread maker to a camping stove—worth $1 million. Clothing swaps are catching on, too. Recently, I loved watching my daughter’s friends arrive at her apartment on a Saturday morning—each toting a bag of clothes they’d tired of—then with a lot of laughter slip into each other’s offerings. Their affectionate name for their stuff-reducing fun? “Bitch and Grab.”

In other words, recognizing that our needs and tastes are less fixed than we’d imagined and that so much is now known about how to align our desires with nature, we might choose very differently if we had choice. So the central question for me is not just, How do we buy less, but, Why don’t we have choice, and how do we get it? Why don’t we have the choice to create affordable communities aligned with environmental well-being in which we can experience ease, camaraderie, security, beauty, and stimulation—communities we can pass on with pride to our children?

And that question gets us digging deep, all the way to democracy itself.




WASTE BEFORE WE BUY . . . WHY? 

We arrive at the question of democracy by considering perhaps the biggest reason we’re in big trouble if environmentalism comes across as blaming consumer choices as the root cause of our crisis.

That reason is pretty obvious. If most of the waste and destruction occurs before we buy—if it is designed into the production process—then we could heed the call to cut our purchases way back—by, say, half—and still be massively disrupting natural regeneration as well as contributing to climate disruption.

What if there were just two hundred instead of over four hundred aquatic dead zones worldwide where sea life is being killed by farm-chemical runoff? Or what if the plastic soup smothering the Pacific Ocean were only half as big as it is—so it would be the size of only one Texas instead of two?32 And what if there were only three instead of six pounds of plastic for every pound of ocean plankton in these heavily trashed areas?33

Half is still more than ecological rhythms can absorb.

Similarly, what if we could magically cut water-intensive food production back so we were depleting underground water in Midwest farm states at only half the present rate? The decline could still wipe out portions of this water source for farmers in fifty years.34

Neither would chastising us to buy less stuff, were it to work, touch other aspects of built-in destruction—such as that created by our military-dominated US economy in which the Department of Defense has become “the world’s largest polluter, producing more hazardous waste per year than the five largest U.S. chemical companies combined.”35

To get us on the path to a healthy planet, we have to get a handle on what drove us off the path. Taking us on a deadly detour have been many converging forces to which this brief chapter can only allude. But here’s a start: The fear-of-lack-driven dogma of our “one-rule economy”—highest return to existing wealth—ends up relentlessly consolidating wealth, as stressed in Thought 1. And that concentrated private power has four profound consequences for “consumerism”:Enabling private influence over public choices. With $3.5 billion spent in 2010 by mostly corporate lobbyists, private power shapes public policies, limiting choices consumers have.36 The electric car, for example: Why did it take until late 2010 to see the all-electric Nissan Leaf in showrooms at $33,000 or the even pricier Chevrolet Volt? In fact, about fifteen years ago in California, General Motors did introduce an electric car, the EV 1, to comply with that state’s clean-air mandate. But, hit with lawsuits from carmakers, the oil industry, and the George W. Bush administration, California revoked the mandate—reveals the 2006 documentary Who Killed the Electric Car? In 1999, GM stopped production of its EV1.37

How many of us are aware of this history? Or would connect the Pacific’s plastic soup with unrelenting corporate resistance to rules requiring the recycling of plastic—despite the 30 billion plastic water bottles now tossed out, and mostly not recycled, each year in the US alone?38

Enabling ubiquitous and ever more sophisticated advertising. On average, experts estimate that a typical American gets hit with 3,500 ads and promotions every day. Sound preposterous ? Even if they’re off by a factor often, imagine the power to endlessly shape how we perceive our choices.39

Generating vast economic, educational, and medical inequalities. Today inequality in the US is greater than in Egypt, Yemen, or Pakistan.40 And we know inequality itself contributes to materialism, as those losing ground feel belittled and insecure and use purchases to gain “membership” and some easing of fear.41

Denying Americans the fair, open, accountable governing process that’s required to meet our challenges. As I argue in Thought 7, no matter how much purchasing we resist, we can’t meet today’s crises and seize its opportunities unless we create a democracy in which our elected representatives answer to citizens.








THE “GLORY OF THE HUMAN”? 

What’s right in Thought Trap 2 is that our culture’s material preoccupation breeds unhappiness and ill health. What’s not helpful is railing against consumerism as the cause of our crisis without exploring the real roots and solutions.

Trying to discourage shopping by intentionally frightening people with images of environmental collapse might trigger short-term behavior change, but, as in the psychology of dieting, a lot of people lurch from discipline to indulgence. Sustained change comes when we start to live differently from deep, positive emotions.

This morning I saw a big ad on the back of a city bus with this message : “Do something good for someone you love tonight.” That “something good” turned out to be serving a vegetarian meal. The people behind this ad were telling us that serving loved ones food that’s healthy, less hurtful, as well as less wasteful of the earth is a really positive thing to do. They were not playing on guilt; they were building on love. (To emphasize its benefits and to be more inclusive, I prefer to call my own vegetarian diet a “plant- and planet-centered” one.)

Similarly, creative efforts to halt companies from preying on young children are succeeding by refusing to guilt-trip parents.

Launched in early 2010, a campaign by Corporate Accountability International seeks to “Retire Ronald,” the iconic clown of McDonald’s,  who’s as recognizable to children around the world as Santa Claus. The campaign focuses not on blaming parents but—using petitions, shareholder actions, and more—on the unfairness and irresponsibility of advertising to susceptible kids products proven to create painful, lifelong health problems. One in three US children is predicted to develop diabetes in their lifetime .42

Corporate Accountability has a track record: In the 1990s, it targeted the Joe Camel icon because of its appeal to children—and won. The new campaign targeting Ronald McDonald is gaining traction.

When I asked my granddaughter Josie, at age three, how she thinks companies trick kids into eating stuff that’s not good for them, without a second’s hesitation she said, “Toys.” Yep, she got it: McDonald’s is among the world’s largest toy distributors. (And Josie had never even been inside a McDonald’s!) In 2010, the campaign against enticing kids like her to eat junk food succeeded in San Francisco when the city passed an ordinance restricting the use of toys or other “incentive items” to sell food that failed to meet clear nutrition guidelines.43

Surprised that the San Francisco supervisors had the gumption? Consider this: In 2006, the city council of São Paulo, Brazil, the world’s fourth largest metropolis, passed—forty-five to one—a complete ban on outdoor advertising. A year later 13,000 billboards were gone. Citizen support has been overwhelming, with 70 percent approving, and the council has resisted big advertisers’ campaign to reverse the ban.44 São Paulo isn’t alone. In 2008, Buenos Aires advertisers and government agreed to get rid of 40,000 billboards, about 60 percent of the total.45 And here at home, four states have banned billboards: Vermont, Maine, Hawaii, and Alaska.46

If my musings on the link between beauty and luxury reflect our real experience, then relief from visual clutter does more than give us a break from incessant solicitations to buy. Creating beauty in our urbanscapes—newly exposed sky, trees, and architecture—might help to satisfy our “luxury” desire without our buying a thing. And the billboard removal might do more than expose: In São Paulo, after the signs came down, some businesses painted their buildings more vivid colors.

So, let’s resist naming our problem the “consumer society.” 

The framing itself suggests that our desires are in the driver’s seat, or even on the throne—a note the late cultural historian Thomas Berry seemed to strike in 2006 when he said, “We might summarize our present human situation by the simple statement: In the 20th century, the glory of the human has become the desolation of the Earth.”47

No, what we are living isn’t the “glory of the human,” as Berry of course understood. It’s the degradation of the human—as we feel ourselves increasingly powerless and continue to inflict unnecessary stress and suffering on ourselves and other species. The real “glory of the human” can show up as we assert our power to create societies in which we can meet our desire for beauty and comfort in ways aligned with nature’s gifts.

THOUGHT LEAP 2

Let’s not confuse symptom with cause. Consumerism”—too much stuff!—is largely a symptom of forces denying us choice. Let’s go for real choice as we delink what’s become an automatic association between buying things, on the one hand, and luxury, comfort, and enjoyment, on the other. Together, let’s imagine and create real luxury—rich, stimulating, and beautiful lives honoring the laws of nature.







thought trap 3:

WE’VE HIT THE LIMITS OF A FINITE EARTH

We’ve had it too good! We must “power down”
 and learn to live within the limits of a finite planet.

 

 

 

WE’VE BEEN LIVING BEYOND OUR MEANS FOR A LONG TIME AND now it’s all blown up in our faces,” scolds Sir Jonathon Porritt, recent head of Britain’s Sustainable Development Commission.1 Over the last sixty years or so, we’ve all binged at a big fossil fuel party, we’re told. Now that party’s over and, well, too bad, we must pull back.

Conveying the “power down” message quite vividly is Earth Hour. In 2008, from Sydney to San Francisco, people worldwide were encouraged to turn out lights during the same hour. More than 50 million people joined in. Since then, Earth Hour has gained enthusiasts, with people in 135 countries participating in 2011.2

Wonderfully, such massive involvement is yet more proof of people’s longing to be part of the solution. But does Earth Hour signal that the  climate crisis and the end of cheap oil mean more darkness, so let’s all start getting used to it?

True, fear can motivate action, but it can also backfire. It’s a “fundamental truth,” says psychology professor Tim Kasser, that “when sustenance and survival are threatened, people search for material resources to help them feel safe and secure.”3

As I argued in the previous chapter, insecurity can heighten fixation on material acquisition.

I’d put my money on the sun and solar energy. . . . I hope we don’t have to wait until oil and coal run out before we tackle that.

—Thomas Edison, quoted in James Newton, Uncommon Friends, 1987



“We have a problem with Earth Hour,” said student Victoria Miller at the University of Michigan, “because it suggests that the proper route to progress for humanity is shutting down and moving backward toward the Middle Ages.” So Miller organized “Edison Hour,” encouraging everyone to turn on lights to celebrate technology’s contributions to progress.4 The students’ response suggests that, at least in a culture like ours, where we’re encouraged to go it alone, “shutting down,” as Miller calls it, can feel scary.

By the way, choosing the incandescent bulb, Thomas Edison’s baby, as a symbol of progress is ironic, as it turns into light only 5 percent of the electricity it uses. Edison himself saw a lot of room for improvement.5




THE LIMITS OF LIMITS THINKING 

“Fossil fuels made the modern economy and all of its material accomplishments possible,” writes the Worldwatch Institute, which I greatly admire, in its State of the World 2008.6 And in their green economics textbook, Ecological Economics, environmental leaders and professors Herman Daly and Joshua Farley tell us that “fossil fuels freed us from the fixed flow of energy from the sun.”7

Hearing these assessments, it is easy to assume, Whoa! Without fossil fuel, human ingenuity would never have come up with other ways to power our lives. The end of oil will mean giving up all the wonderful,  modern “material accomplishments” that fossil fuel has made possible, as we get used to living constrained, once again, by the sun’s “fixed flow.”

But wait. Each day the sun provides the earth with a daily dose of energy 15,000 times greater than the energy humans currently use.8 The sun is in fact the only energy that is not fixed in any practical sense. The energy of the sun is not even renewable. Rather, it is continually renewing. We can’t stop it!

But the biggest drawback of the “we’ve-hit-the-limits-of-a-finiteearth” idea is this: It frames the problem out there—in the fixed quantity that is earth. Its limits are the problem. This frame is carried, for example, in British environmental leader Tim Jackson’s phrase “our ecologically constrained world.”9

But, more accurately and usefully, the limit we’ve hit is that of the disruption of nature we humans can cause without catastrophic consequences for life.

The first frame conjures up the notion of quantity, as in a fixed but overdrawn bank account. The problem is the darn limit of the account, and the solution is to cut back what we withdraw. The second frame keeps attention focused on us—on human disruptions of the flows of energy in nature, which, if considered as systems, are renewing and evolving. Oil and coal, for example, are limited, certainly, but, as just noted, energy from the sun, for all practical purposes, is not. So, attention in this second frame is not on narrowly cutting back but on aligning with the laws of nature to sustain and enhance life.




BEYOND LIMITS TO ALIGNMENT 

If we conceive of our challenge as accepting the limits of a finite planet, our imagination remains locked inside an inherited, unecological worldview, one of separateness and lack. Precisely the thinking that got us into this mess. It’s true, of course, that for all practical purposes our planet and atmosphere are made up of a limited number of atoms. But their configurations are essentially infinite. By conjuring up a fixed and static reality, the finite-limits frame draws us away from the deeper reality of our  world—that of dynamism, which can offer stunning possibility if we learn to align with nature’s rules.

Think of m usic.

Yes, there are just eighty-eight keys on the piano. But if we instruct ourselves to focus primarily on this limit, we won’t get very far in creating beautiful sound. It is the possible variations on these eighty-eight keys that are important. And they are virtually endless; some are gloriously harmonious, others harshly discordant. Such quality is what must command our attention. A limits frame asks us to focus on the number of keys we use, but creating beautiful music requires deep learning of the principles of harmony. It requires both discipline and invention. Only by focusing on harmony can we know whether more or fewer keys are needed.

Making this core shift, we learn that, yes, we do uncover real limits on what we can do without disrupting nature’s regenerative flows. But our sights remain clear: We make these discoveries as we focus on how our actions touch and are touched by all other life and as we continue to uncover and take inspiration from the laws of biology and physics.

We can learn, for example, how to cool our homes from a zebra’s stripes.

Really. A zebra reduces its surface temperature by more than seventeen degrees Fahrenheit with microscopic air currents produced by the different heat absorption rates of its black and white stripes. In similar fashion, in Sendai, Japan, the Daiwa House office building uses alternating dark and light surfaces to create tiny air currents that control the building’s exterior temperature. So indoor summer temperatures are lowered enough to save around 20 percent in energy use.10


Waste not 

Plus, once we see ourselves living within ever-evolving systems, our understanding of waste changes forever. We see that waste is not waste if it feeds an ecological process.

This holistic approach was dubbed “cradle to cradle” by William McDonough and Michael Braungart in their 2002 book by that name.11 The term stuck. Cradle to cradle is the notion that, from buildings to upholstery to utilities, we can design productive processes so that their “waste products” feed other living processes rather than harm them.

And it’s spreading fast, in part through efforts of the Geneva-based Zero Emissions Research Institute (ZERI) founded by green innovator Gunter Pauli. ZERI’s motto: “Follow nature’s example, realize waste’s potential.”12

A few years ago, in beautiful, mountain-ringed Manizales, Colombia, I got to see ZERI’s vision coming to life when formerly jobless women showed me how they were earning a good income by using waste from local coffee processing as the substrate in which to grow highly nutritious mushrooms. The waste from the mushrooms then became feed for animals. This coffee-waste-to-mushrooms-to-feed connection has created 10,000 jobs in Colombia.

Imagine if the 16 million tons of waste now left rotting, and emitting greenhouse gases, on coffee farms around the world were instead feeding mushroom cultivation. Plus, if each of the roughly 25 million coffee farms in the world generated only two jobs growing mushrooms, says Pauli, coffee waste could provide 50 million protein-producing jobs globally. And tea farms could do the same with their waste, he adds.13

ZERI has spread this “pulp-to-protein” strategy to eight African countries. In Kenya, for example, water hyacinth—a vexing, foreign invader—has found an honorable calling as substrate that villagers now use to grow nutritious mushrooms, long part of local culture.14

To me, mushrooms have become almost magical in their powers: Scientist Paul Stamets, the mushroom magician, is showing the world that fungi can accomplish everything from killing termites to filtering toxins from farm waste to cleaning up oil spills—all by using nature’s genius.15

Industrial ecology—one industry directly feeding another—is a step toward leaving behind the notion of waste. Another simple but powerful story comes from Japan, which in seven years cut municipal waste 40 percent: Professor Yoshihito Shirai of the Kyushu Institute of Technology became so distressed by the vast amount of food waste from the restaurant industry being carted off to landfills that he and his team of students and colleagues went to work. They came up with a way to use the discarded food—with help from a fungus (of course!)—to produce polylactic acid for bioplastic. It’s done at nearly room temperature, saving energy, and the residue feeds animals.16 Growing rapidly, bioplastics are mainly produced with fossil fuel–intensive corn, displacing food crops. Professor Shirai’s approach makes a lot more sense.


Garbage heat 

Far from Japan, the 80,000 citizens of Kristianstad in a farming region of southern Sweden now use essentially no oil, natural gas, or coal at all to heat their homes and businesses—even through Sweden’s long, cold winters. Two decades ago, fossil fuels supplied all their heat, but citizens of Kristianstad started to see farm waste—from potato peels to pig guts—with new eyes. Through a fermentation process, the city now generates methane gas, which then creates heat and electricity and even gets refined into car fuel.

“Once the city fathers got into the habit of harnessing power locally, they saw fuel everywhere,” noted a New York Times account of Kristianstad’s turnaround. So the city soon began taking advantage of waste wood from flooring factories and tree prunings to generate methane, as well as putting to use methane that was before being emitted into the atmosphere by an old landfill and sewage ponds.17 (And because methane has even more potent greenhouse effects than does carbon, putting it to use is critical.)

“Waste to energy” is huge in Europe, with four hundred plants. Denmark is near the top, with twenty-nine.18 By 2016 Denmark will be the “top” in a very different way. A futuristic, waste-to-energy plant in downtown Copenhagen, serving five municipalities, will generate heat and electricity for 140,000 homes, while doubling as a ski resort. In this flat city, skiers will be able to ride an elevator to the plant’s “peak,” then ski down its three encircling “slopes.” Built into the design is a sobering lesson as well: The release of a visible smoke ring will be timed precisely so that onlookers can count five rings and know a ton of carbon dioxide has been released into the environment. The ring is intended as a startling way to make carbon dioxide real, motivating citizens to produce less waste to begin with.19

In the US, only a quarter of landfills capture methane from decaying garbage to make electricity, and even these emit over 50 percent more in carbon dioxide equivalents than waste-to-energy plants.20 But imagine the positive potential: In the US, more than half of municipal solid waste—almost a couple of pounds for each of us each day—is just the kind of stuff used to heat Kristianstad. However, our waste is simply wasted, supplying  0.2 percent of our total energy demand.21 Over half of our municipal waste goes to landfills—including 10,500 tons of residential waste leaving New York City every single day for landfills as far away as Ohio and South Carolina—a big contrast to Germany and the Netherlands, where roughly two-thirds of urban waste is recycled or composted, while only 1 to 2 percent goes into landfills.22


Edison’s other idea 

Then there’s wasted fuel itself.

Recall in Thought 1 that two-thirds of the potential energy in fuel that goes into a typical power plant is released as waste heat. Thomas Edison realized it didn’t have to be this way and designed the world’s first cogeneration plant on Pearl Street in lower Manhattan. That was 1882.23 In cogeneration, a power plant’s “waste” heat is captured and piped to heat or cool buildings or to power industry. Then, instead of two-thirds only 15 percent of the energy is typically wasted.24 Notwithstanding Con Edison’s thirty cogeneration plants now serving 100,000 Manhattan homes and buildings, this Edison invention hasn’t taken off in the US . . . yet.

Its potential is huge. Cogeneration by itself could cut carbon emissions globally by 10 percent in twenty years, estimates the International Energy Agency. In Denmark it already provides over half of the electricity.25

These stories are a mere suggestion of the ways in which we’re learning less about how to limit ourselves to stay within the earth’s limits and more about how to harmonize our human systems with nature’s ways.

As we become students of nature’s laws, we find endless ways we can mimic the strategies of other creatures and plants to solve human challenges. In fact, what science writer and innovation consultant Janine Benyus has dubbed “biomimicry”—mimicking nature—is emerging as a new field of science. Engineers and architects are finding that even our most prized inventions are modest imitations of nature’s feats: Lily pads and bamboo stalks mastered impressive structural supports long before human architects caught on. And the ability of termites to keep their towers at precisely eighty-six degrees Fahrenheit outperforms even our most powerful modern heating and cooling systems.26




RIGHTING THE BALANCE 

Another downside of narrowly focusing on reductions to stay within “limits” is that we’re apt to miss a huge, crucial piece of the solution to the climate challenge.

Big mistake.

In the minds of most of us worried about climate change, averting catastrophe means cutting greenhouse gas emissions as fast as we can, mainly from their biggest current source—burning fossil fuel. That’s essential. But, more accurately and usefully, we can frame our challenge as restoring a balancing cycle in nature.

“Carbon moves from the atmosphere to the land and back, and in this process it drives life on the planet,” observes a 2009 Worldwatch Institute report. But we’ve been emitting much more carbon than our earth can reabsorb, throwing the cycle seriously out of whack. Our task now is restoring the “harmonious movement of carbon,” the report concludes.27 It’s an example of what I mean by aligning with nature.

Greenhouse gas emissions now total roughly 47 billion metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalenta annually, and our earth has been absorbing about half, or about 25 billion metric tons.28 Way out of balance! To close the 22 billion metric ton gap, re-establishing a balancing cycle of carbon as quickly as possible, we therefore need both to reduce emissions and to increase absorption of carbon each year.

Efficiencies, renewable-energy breakthroughs, and halting deforestation, along with shifts in our own perception of what makes us happy, highlighted in this book and many more, can reduce carbon emissions. But how do we also enhance the equally critical carbon-absorption side of the cycle?

To get a grip on why this question matters so much, consider what, for many, is a big surprise. It’s possible that deforestation, farming, grazing, and other people-caused soil disturbance during prehistoric times put   more carbon into the atmosphere than has fossil fuel since 1850.29 And even during the fossil fuel–intensive, post-1850 era, soil and plant disruption has released over one-third as much carbon as has fossil fuel.30

So, in righting the carbon balance, soil and plants have a big role to play. It requires both a “stop” and a “start”:

We stop misusing rangeland and tearing down and burning forests. (The net loss of forests globally each year equals an area the size of Costa Rica, although the rate, still horrendous, has begun to slow.)31

And we start caring for soil, plants, and trees in ways that increase their carbon storing—some new ways, some very old. And some pretty simple: Lengthening the time between “harvesting” trees, for example, in “forests of the Pacific Northwest and Southeast could double their storage of carbon,” notes the Union of Concerned Scientists.32

Better farming practices are just as central to our successfully rebalancing the carbon cycle. Today in the US, the food system contributes nearly a fifth of the country’s greenhouse gas emissions.33 Answers start with the dirt—no surprise once one learns that, overall, soil itself holds twice as much carbon as plants in the soil do.34 Since both exposed and disturbed soils release carbon, the answer is farming in ways that avoid both as much as possible.

When using annual crops, that means not letting soil lie bare and instead planting cover crops, such as soil-enriching clover, in the gap between plantings of the annual crop. Better yet, it means relying more on perennials, including food-bearing trees as well as certain root crops and beans, so farmers don’t have to disrupt the soil. Dr. Wes Jackson, the determined plant geneticist, and his team at the Land Institute in Kansas have strived for decades to develop perennial grains. They’re getting closer, and their success could radically transform agriculture’s negative eco-impacts.35

Climate-friendly farming also means forgoing chemical pesticides, as well as rotating crops and using compost, manure, and plants whose roots fix nitrogen, rather than applying manufactured fertilizers, to enhance fertility.

Agriculture contributing to a balanced carbon cycle also requires phasing out feedlots—now encouraged by tax subsidies—and moving livestock to well-managed range and pasture.

Until recently most worriers about carbon overload, including me, saw livestock as climate criminals, in fact among the worst offenders—now blamed for 9 percent of carbon emissions and 18 percent of all greenhouse gases measured in CO2 equivalents. But here, too, some serious reframing is going on: It’s not the animals that deserve all the blame, even though the livestock sector emits 37 percent of all methane, and methane packs a climate punch twenty-three times that of carbon dioxide.36

A big part of the problem is the way humans mismanage them: The largest share of carbon that livestock “cause” results from humans tearing down forests to create pasture and grow feed for them.37 And add to that the climate costs of growing more than a third of the world’s grain and about 90 percent of our soybeans—using vast amounts of fossil fuel—just to feed them.38

But livestock didn’t ask to be penned up and stuffed with grain.

Proof is trampling in from Australia and Africa that carefully managed grazing animals can help the earth absorb carbon. Despite widespread overgrazing, speeding desertification and releasing carbon worldwide, livestock could actually help reverse the process: They can break up hardpacked earth, deposit manure, enable seeds to take hold and water to penetrate, and, without even trying, regenerate healthier grassland and waterways—absorbing significant amounts of carbon.

But for that to happen, humans would have to learn to herd the way nature used to: From time immemorial, natural predators have forced animals into groups and kept them moving often, and now herdsmen are learning to mimic the approach. They bunch animals together and leave them no longer than three days on one piece of land.

While school kids now know that forest vegetation stores carbon, it turns out that the grassland stores as much, mainly in the soil, so the potential impact of this breakthrough—what renowned innovator Allan Savory calls “holistic, planned grazing”—is big.39 Worldwide, grazing land covers more than a quarter of all ice-free terrain, 8 billion acres or more. But so far this low-cost, holistic, carbon-absorbing path to grassland restoration has only reached 30 million.40

Imagine the possibilities if we shifted public support to such efforts: Even without counting what this grazing breakthrough could mean, experts report that these very doable farming practices cooperating with nature to grow our food—called agroecology—have the “technical potential” to absorb up to 6 billion metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent each year by 2030, or roughly a quarter of what’s needed to achieve carbon balance. And some experts say the potential is much greater.41

We certainly don’t want to miss that.

One reason agriculture can become such a big piece of the climatestabilizing puzzle is that growing trees and shrubs among food crops is not a problem. It’s a really good thing. Called “agroforestry,” the practice can improve productivity not only because the trees help keep soil from being washed or blown away but because the roots help water penetrate the soil. Plus, some tree varieties “fix” atmospheric nitrogen in the soil, effectively producing their own fertilizer. Farms with these “fertilizer trees” mixed in among field crops double or triple crop yields, reports the World Agroforestry Centre, while at the same time cutting the use of climate-disrupting commercial nitrogen fertilizer by up to 75 percent.42




“WE STOPPED THE DESERT” 

Consider the impact in West Africa, where in many minds climate change and deep poverty meld into heartbreaking images of destitution on increasingly scorched earth. Indeed, three-fourths of Niger is now desert, and the only news we heard from the country in mid-2010 is that famine threatened half of its people.43

Grim . . . yes?

But there’s another story. Over two decades, poor farmers in the country’s south have “regreened” 12.5 million desolate acres, a momentous achievement not of planting trees but abetting their “natural regeneration.” There, a farmer-managed strategy has revived a centuries-old practice of leaving selected tree stumps in fields and protecting their strongest stems as they grow. The renewed trees then help protect the soil, bringing big increases in crop yields, and they provide fruit, nutritious leaves, fodder, and firewood.

In all, Niger farmers have nurtured the growth of some 200 million trees.

In the mid-1980s, it looked to some as though Niger would be “blown from the map,” writes Chris Reij, a Dutch specialist in sustainable land management, but farmer regreening has since brought enhanced food security for 2.5 million people.44

So, in late 2010, even as many in Niger were facing shortages, village chief Moussa Sambo described his village near the capital as experiencing the greatest prosperity ever, with young men returning. “We stopped the desert,” he said, “and everything changed.”45

And why hadn’t hungry farmers in Niger figured this all out long ago? Well, they had. But in the early twentieth century, French colonial rulers turned trees into state property and punished anyone messing with them.46 So farmers began to see trees as a risk to be avoided and just got rid of them. But Niger gained its independence in 1960, and over time, Reij says, farmers’ perceptions changed. They feel now they own the trees in their fields.47

And why haven’t we all heard about their extraordinary achievement?

The whole of southern Niger “was assumed to be highly degraded.... Few thought to look for positive changes at a regional scale,” Reij notes.48 And “if people don’t know to look for it, they don’t see it.”49

Could this be yet more evidence of our mental map’s filter working against us?

Now aware, though, we can take heart from African farmers’ creativity in the face of a deteriorating environment, and they’re hardly alone.50 If proven agroforestry practices, like those in Niger, were used on the over 2 billion acres worldwide where they’re suitable, in thirty years agroforestry could have a striking impact—accounting for perhaps a third of agriculture’s overall potential contribution to righting the carbon balance.51

Beyond agriculture is the larger potential of forests.

Reducing our current forest destruction, planting new forests, and improving how we manage forests could sequester almost 14 billion metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent a year by 2030, says the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.52 So, adding this 14 billion potential contribution of forests to agriculture’s 6 billion potential, we’re approaching the brass ring: closing that 22-billion-metric-ton gap  between the carbon dioxide equivalents we’re now emitting and what earth must absorb to avoid catastrophe.




FROM ANCIENT FARMERS, A SOIL SECRET 

Another dramatic climate-helping, soil-enhancing breakthrough is nothing new at all: It’s an ancient Amazonian practice of smoldering organic waste to create a form of charcoal that’s added to the topsoil.

Now called “biochar,” its secret is its porous structure, which is welcoming to the bacteria and fungi that help plants absorb soil nutrients. So, biochar added to soils typically increases crop yields, sometimes even doubling them.53 And it is great for poor farmers because it can be made from material that otherwise would be discarded—in Africa, for example, cassava stems, oil palm branches, and common weeds. The controlled smoldering required to make biochar can also generate clean energy, obviating the need to cut down the forest for firewood. Plus, producing biochar removes carbon from the atmosphere and can lock it away for centuries. Biochar’s promise is being explored in test fields from Iowa State University to villages in the Congo.54

It’s a breakthrough worth following with an eco-mind that knows context is crucial: Even biochar could harm those less powerful, if agribusiness is allowed to create huge biochar operations displacing them.55

An eco-mind sees that balancing the carbon cycle, while enhancing fertility and yields, is largely about spreading proven practices available to almost all farmers, not new purchases available only to a minority. It focuses on empowering relationships—resisting technologies, including genetically modified and other patented seeds, that make farmers dependent on distant suppliers.

What’s great is that balancing the carbon cycle and helping the poorest farmers calls for the same public actions: We shift support from fossil-fuel intensive farming toward agroecological practices. We take strong action against deforestation while supporting massive tree-planting initiatives, as in Ethiopia, and fostering trees’ “natural regeneration,” as in Niger. With an eco-mind, these steps—both cutting carbon and storing more—are urgent and satisfying.




HUNGER AS TEACHER OF THE ECO-MIND 

The danger within the limits frame first hit me when I began asking, Why hunger? I realized that, using a nonecological frame, humanity has long seen the solution to hunger as getting the quantities right—the quantity of food versus the number of people. So we’ve grown more food and slowed population growth. But the number of hungry people has been growing, too, and in 2011 stands at almost a billion.

Since we humans tend to see “what we expect to see,” it’s easy for us to see hunger and blame the scarcity of food and too many people, whether true or not. In the summer of 2009, a National Geographic’s cover story “The End of Plenty” stated flatly: “For most of the past decade, the world has been consuming more food than it has been producing.”56 Even brilliant environmental leader Bill McKibben suggests that climate change is already denying us the quantity of food needed.57

So of course we’d assume humanity has overrun Earth’s finite capacity and our only hope is fewer people.

But we’d be wrong.

Yes, of course, our birth rates must come into harmony with the earth, and that can happen as we tackle the root cause of population growth—the same power imbalances in human relationships that create hunger: 95 percent of population growth is in poor countries, where the majority, especially women, lack sufficient power over their lives.58

A “not enough” diagnosis also ignores this even more obvious fact: The world’s population has nearly doubled since the late 1960s, yet today over 30 percent more food is produced for each of us, according to the UN’s agricultural arm: now almost 3,000 calories per day.59 It’s enough to make us all chubby—and it’s only the leftovers, remember: what’s left over after we feed more than a third of our grain and most of our soy to livestock. Over the last decade, even the fifty “least-developed countries” as a group have experienced per-person food-production gains.60

Climate extremes in 2010 contributed to a small dip in world grain output, but note well: Hunger hit an historic high in 2009 during an excellent world grain harvest, and following a 2008 record. Output per person  today is greater than in the mid-1990s when there were 200 million fewer hungry people.61

So National Geographic’s scary declaration belies the facts. Hunger isn’t the result of a lack of food. A simple frame of “hitting the limits” can’t help us understand what’s going on. We need an eco-mind that never stops asking why. The massive upsurge in hunger climaxing in 2009 (and still taking lives) happened because food commodity prices shot up, and at this writing, they’re surging again, even in some cases beyond 2008 peaks. Why? In large measure, prices are reacting to dramatic events far from the fields—some slow developing and some seeming to emerge almost overnight.

Those building over decades?

“Since the early 1990s, food[-import] bills of the developing countries have increased by five- or six-fold,” notes Olivier De Schutter. And he’d better know, for De Schutter is the UN special rapporteur on the right to food. He emphasizes, though, that this deepening dependency reflects powerful human-made forces, including foreign aid and local governments’ defunding agricultural development—from roads to extension agents—during the 1980s and 1990s. One reason is that foreign aid to poor countries was often tied to their governments’ opening doors to imported food while cutting public supports of all kinds. Sound familiar?

So agriculture in many poor countries faltered, and millions of farmers abandoned the land for urban centers. Cities grew, and poor city folk couldn’t find decent work, so their lives depended on cheap food. Feeling that pressure, governments have tried to keep food in cities cheap, which depends on further undercutting profits farmers need to invest in producing more.

Voilà, a vicious cycle: Desperate governments opening their doors to cheap food imports only made it harder for their own farming to flourish. Speeding the cycle, governments in the Global North didn’t follow their own advice and continued to subsidize their farmers big-time, making their exports artificially cheap.62

And, as if these extreme power imbalances weren’t bad enough, there’s Wall Street’s entry.

Over just three years, from 2005 to 2008, the price of hard red wheat, to pick one example, jumped fivefold—even though wheat was plentiful. So what happened? In 1991, Goldman Sachs, followed by other banks, started  putting investor money into their new commodity indexes—where dollars invested have ballooned fifty-fold since 2000, explains Frederick Kaufman in Foreign Policy. In what Kaufman calls a “casino of food derivatives,” speculative dollars overwhelmed actual supply, and in just three years, 2005 to 2008, “the worldwide price of food rose 80 percent.”63

Food-price inflation has also unleashed a long-term hunger-making force: since 2008, a more than tenfold increase in farmland snapped up by speculators and foreign governments in the Global South, especially Africa, reports the World Bank. They’re buying especially where governance is “weak,” which makes it easier to get land “essentially for free and in neglect of local rights.”64

Imagine our feelings of vulnerability if this loss of control were happening to us.

Other factors played, and continue to play, a role in both food-price escalation and price swings, including worsening climate-change-related flood and drought, the rising price of oil, government-mandated diversion of grain into making fuel—in the US enough in sheer calories to feed a population larger than ours—as well as world food reserves often kept too low.65

But the continuing tragedy, during an extended period of largely excellent world harvests, stems overwhelmingly from concentrated economic power.66

My point is that fixation on quantities and limits makes us eco-blind, unable to see, and therefore not driven to explore, key human relationships—in this case, relationships producing high birthrates to those that set off food-price escalation. All make up our social ecology, determining who has the power to act. Similarly, the mechanical, quantitative view keeps us from seeing that in both human and nonhuman realms, relationships have become so mal-aligned, so unharmonious, as to generate vast hunger—even amid unprecedented food abundance.67 So, the useful questions about food and hunger are about realignment. They are:Do our methods of production enhance ecological relationships that restore and maintain food-producing capacity as they help to rebalance the carbon cycle?

And do our human relationships enable all people to gain access to what is produced?





Diverted from these questions by thinking within a simple, mechanical frame of “more or less,” we can’t see that the very strategies we’ve used to grow more food have ended up creating more hunger. And we’ve remained blind to an entirely different approach already flourishing in diverse settings—an approach focusing on dispersion of social power as we cooperate with nature, an approach through which all of us can eat well while enhancing soil and water quality.

Think back, for example, to the farmers’ breakthroughs in Andhra Pradesh, India, or in Niger. Not by focusing narrowly on “more” but by radically and positively remaking their relationships to the land and each other, they’re gaining ground both in meeting food needs and in creating healthier communities.




FLOURISHING AS, OR EVEN BECAUSE, WE CUT GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS 

Given all we now know, why, I often ponder, aren’t we in the midst of exciting national discussion about how quickly we can leave fossil fuel behind?

One obstacle might be an unspoken notion that if we’re not doing something we “should be,” the reason has to be that it costs too much. Since we’re not responding to the threat of climate chaos, it must be that the price tag is too high. So we can‘t see that what’s hugely expensive is inaction, whereas action will save us vast sums. Or maybe our country’s Puritan heritage is still whispering to us that doing what’s right has got to hurt. And we don’t want to hurt; we’re already hurting too much.

This “the-party’s-over” thought trap might reinforce these perhaps less-than-conscious assumptions, blocking us from realizing that cutting greenhouse gases can enrich many aspects of our lives.

Here are just some of the ways:

We’d certainly save money.

The Union of Concerned Scientists “blueprint” shows how in two decades, primarily via renewable energy and advances in efficiency, we could cut carbon significantly and at the same time end up saving the average US household $900 on electricity and transportation a year. By 2030, overall, Americans would experience a net gain of $464 billion annually.68

Buildings offer huge potential for energy savings, since they account for more than a third of US energy use. Consider the Empire State Building, where investing in efficiencies is projected to reduce by 40 percent its $11 million yearly energy outlay, reports Amory Lovins’s Rocky Mountain Institute. Strategies include superwindows six times more efficient than regular double-paned windows and insulated barriers placed behind radiators to reflect heat.69

In similar redesigns across a wide range of industries, Lovins’s team consistently finds energy savings of 30 to 60 percent in old plants, paying back the investment in two to three years, and 40 to 90 percent in new plants.70 A sixth grader could grasp some of the money-saving energy-efficiency schemes. Lovins notes, for example, that 60 percent of the world’s electricity runs motors, and the biggest use of motors is for pumping. Out of pumps come pipes, and Lovins finds that cheaper, low-friction pipes can save as much as 92 percent of the pump’s energy.

The trick? Replace “skinny, long, crooked pipes” with “fat, short, straight pipes. . . . This is not rocket science,” says Lovins.71

Such is a taste of the kinds of savings within reach. And if one still doubts the big efficiency gains available to us, take note: Other countries are already far down the road. Ireland and Switzerland generate twice as much production as we do for every unit of energy used.72

And meeting the challenge of up-front investment required?

In 2008, the research arm of eighty-two-year-old management consulting firm McKinsey & Company found that, globally, “the costs of transitioning to a low-carbon economy are not [economically] all that daunting.” The study estimates that the US could fund a low-carbon economy mostly “from investments that would otherwise have been made in traditional capital.”73 Globally, investing $170 billion each year in energy efficiency would bring an “energy savings ramping up to $900 billion annually by 2020,” concludes another McKinsey report.

And investors would get a 17 percent rate of return.74 Not bad. And jobs?



Moving toward electricity from wind, solar, and biomass could provide three times the number of jobs compared to continuing dependence on coal and gas, finds the National Council for Science and the Environment.75

And health?

One measure of the vast health dividend we can enjoy as we move away from fossil fuel is captured in part within estimates of the hidden costs of coal, reported in the major new study cited earlier. In illness, lost productivity, and more, these costs come to $269 billion each year.76 Imagine being free of that burden.

Food offers another enticement to embracing the sun’s energy. Here the alignment between what’s good for our bodies and what’s good for the earth—plus other creatures on it—is stunning. My daughter, Anna Lappé, brings to life in her 2010 Diet for a Hot Planet how earth-friendly, family-scale farming captures all the “efficiencies of scale” while creating healthy soil, water, more and better jobs, and healthier food. Not only does eating food produced organically, especially fresh and whole food, encourage modes of production that reduce climate impacts, but we eaters avoid toxic chemicals and highly processed products—saving ourselves from a diet that’s become a major health hazard (with costs rivaling that of tobacco-related disease).77 Plus, we get on average a quarter more nutrients per bite than if eating food grown using farm chemicals.78

Now there’s a win-win.

And, to help us see these gains, Hollywood is pitching in too: “You don’t even have to believe in the existence of climate change to understand that an energy revolution may be the very thing we need,” says TV and movie producer Marshall Herskovitz, who’s leading an entertainment industry initiative to open Americans’ eyes to the benefits of moving beyond fossil fuel. “We are in a very rare moment in history where the solving of one problem would actually solve four or five or six other intractable societal problems we have in the United States—unemployment, the deficit, our trade deficit, health, national security.”79




HAVE FOSSIL FUELS FREED OR ENSLAVED US? 

Yet, within the limits frame, the opposite seems to be assumed—that fossil fuel temporarily removed constraints so we could indulge ourselves. We’re told that we are “addicted to oil,” as if on a drug high from which we now must descend. In fact, many people promoting a post–fossil fuel world use the term carbon “descent” to capture what’s now required of us.

So, here’s the snag: When economists write that “fossil fuel freed us,” they make it easy to forget that fossil fuel has also entrapped us. Because it exists in concentrations, fossil fuel has inexorably fed the concentration of social power in the hands of the few with the resources to extract it and to make the rest of us their dependent customers. That power means profits. Exxon’s almost doubled in just four years, to more than $45 billion in 2008, even as much of the world was devastated by the financial crisis. That’s $1,434 a second!80

Such highly concentrated power, as we’ve long known, typically leads to really bad things—cruelty and suffering among them. Consider Nigeria. “Everything looked possible” for Nigeria, writes Tom O’Neill in National Geographic. Then oil was discovered in 1956, and “everything went wrong,” as he captures in these scenes of Nigeria today:Dense, garbage-heaped slums stretch for miles. Choking black smoke from an open-air slaughterhouse rolls over housetops. Streets are cratered with potholes and ruts. Vicious gangs roam school grounds. Peddlers and beggars rush up to vehicles stalled in gas lines. This is Port Harcourt, Nigeria’s oil hub.... Beyond the city . . . exists a netherworld. . . . Groups of hungry, half-naked children and sullen, idle adults wander dirt paths. There is no electricity, no clean water, no medicine, no schools. Fishing nets hang dry; dugout canoes sit unused on muddy banks. Decades of oil spills [by one estimate, equal to an Exxon Valdez spill each year for over fifty years],81 acid rain from gas flares, and the stripping away of mangroves for pipelines have killed off fish.82





Nigeria is the world’s seventh largest oil exporter, earning the country nearly $60 billion a year, yet it so lacks refining capacity that it must import fuel, and its annual per capita income is less than that of nearby Senegal, which exports not oil but fish and nuts.83 Nigeria’s poverty is so great that life expectancy there, forty-seven years, is among the world’s worst.

Oil wealth breeds a deadly antidemocratic unity of foreign corporate power interested only in protecting its profits and local government corrupted by the huge sums it can pocket by cooperating with the oil companies.

Royal Dutch Shell, for example, has dominated oil extraction in Nigeria since the late 1950s. Recently, the company agreed to settle out of court a lawsuit by victims’ families and the New York–based Center for Constitutional Rights, which accused Shell of colluding with the Nigerian government to abuse human rights. Denying any guilt, the company paid out $15.5 million—or about four hours’ worth of its 2008 profits.84

In countries where oil is concentrated, “freedom” and “oil” operate in “an inverse correlation,” notes New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman.85




AND HOW ELSE HAS OIL ENSLAVED? 

Here at home, whether or not you believe that the drive to control oil lies at the heart of the $1 to $3 trillion US-initiated war in Iraq, it is unarguable that a fear of losing control of oil drives key aspects of US foreign policy. How could it not? The thirteen-member Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries—half of which are in the Middle East—controls about half of the world’s oil, and we depend on this cartel for 40 percent of our crude oil.86 How can any nation feel free and confidently plan for its well-being if dependent on imports for essential energy?

Concentrated social power—flowing inexorably from the physical concentration of fossil fuel and the concentrated wealth it takes to extract it—undercuts democracy in yet another way: As long as we allow private wealth to influence campaign outcomes and infuse itself into public policy making, Big Oil will continue to throw its gargantuan resources behind policies favoring it at the expense of the planet. Just one galling example: Despite our climate crisis, $300 billion in annual global energy subsidies continue mostly to promote planet-heating fuels.87

For years, US oil and gas companies have wrangled major exemptions from laws, including the key Clean Water Act, that might have protected our water from the toxins they use in drilling.88 Perhaps with BP’s recklessness—abetted by lax government oversight—now exposed in the tragic 2010 Gulf of Mexico oil gusher, more Americans will awaken to the downside of oil dependency—if we can make clear that a safer alternative path is truly viable.

The concentrated power flowing from fossil fuel also gives those who control it so much wealth that they have plenty to put toward confusing us—for example, by purchasing $50,000 ads in the New York Times on the opinion page, which readers associate with ideas, not advertising.89 There, in June of 2009, for example, ExxonMobil bragged that it had invested $1.5 billion over the previous five years to decrease emissions and increase energy efficiency. What readers weren’t told was that in 2008 alone, the company spent $26 billion—seventeen times more—on oil and gas development.90

And Exxon’s research on renewable energy? In 2008, Exxon spent $4 million (that’s an m, not a b) on renewable-energy research.91

From their claims, we’d never guess that during the last fifteen years the top five oil giants, with roughly $80 billion in combined profits in 2008 alone, provided only about a tenth as much capital for clean energy as have venture capitalists and other corporate investors.92 At the same time, they’ve helped to confuse citizens about climate change and spread the “government-is-our-problem” philosophy to disempower our democracy.

The oil giants are in the way of, not part of the way toward, life.

Finally, since security is foundational to democracy, fossil fuel dependency undermines democracy in yet another way. Former director of the Central Intelligence Agency James Woolsey nailed it when he noted that in the US “our focus on utility scale power plants instead of distributed generation” makes our energy grid “vulnerable to cyber and physical attacks.” He called on us to boost distributed power generation from wind and solar.93

Considering all this, might our descendants look back at this era of The End of Oil and conclude that it marked the beginning of real freedom?  With hindsight, will they see that as humanity moved to rely on the sun’s distributed energy, social power became more distributed too—and that this shift was a necessary antecedent of real democracy?




DISTRIBUTING SOCIAL POWER AS WE GENERATE NEW AND CLEAN ENERGY 

Unlike fossil fuel, solar energy in all its forms gives most humans the chance to be cogenerators. For the biggest “waste” in today’s world is that of the sun’s rays. Less than five days of the sun’s energy is greater than all proven reserves of oil, coal, and natural gas.94

Consider Denmark. Its early experience with wind energy—a form of solar power itself, since wind results from the sun heating the air—offers a taste of how humans can use the sun’s distributed energy and keep social power distributed as well.

In 1980, Denmark introduced a 30 percent subsidy for investing in wind power. Partly as a result, cooperatives, made up of a few individuals or a whole village, helped turn Denmark into a world leader in wind energy. Cooperatives now own about a fifth of Danish wind power. Denmark’s policies ended up encouraging 175,000 households to become producers, not just consumers, of energy—either through individual or cooperative ownership.

This direct citizen involvement changed Danes’ perceptions.

With a stake in the wind installations themselves, producer families accepted their altered landscapes. But when government support for distributed production waned and “larger, purely business investments” came in, the “public became less willing to look at wind turbines.”95 The shift in perception highlights a common human experience: that what we ourselves choose and create we see through different eyes than if the very same thing had been imposed on us. This insight seems key to transforming resistance in the US, where big wind projects, most notoriously Massachusetts’s offshore Cape Wind, have met mighty opposition.

And how has Denmark become a world leader in renewable energy?

Jane Kruse says it started with regular citizens. Jane directs a center for renewable energy in one of her country’s poorest areas and credits  “young people and women [who] were very vocal against nuclear energy.”

Momentum grew steadily through the 1970s and early 1980s, she says, until in 1985 the Danish parliament decided to build no more nuclear reactors. In an interview at Wind-Works.org, Jane adds, “But, we were not only struggling against nuclear, we also wanted to work for positive alternatives.” So women politicians (now more than a third of the parliament) joined to oppose nuclear energy and “cooperated across parties to pass legislation supportive of renewable energy.”96

In Germany, too, everyday citizens stepped up. In the Black Forest community of Schönau, Ursula Sladek, a mother of five, was shaken up by the 1986 Chernobyl nuclear accident. She, like Jane, decided not just to fight nuclear power but to create an alternative. By 1997, she and neighbors had raised the millions of euros needed to buy out the area’s private power grid and turn it into a co-op. Now owned by more than 1,000 people, it uses and supports decentralized renewable power, including solar and wind, to serve 100,000 customers, including both households and factories. It all got started because one woman said “no”—and “yes.” Now all Germany is with Ursula, rejecting nuclear power.”97

In the early 1990s, Germany had virtually no renewable energy, but now the country gets 16 percent of its electricity from renewables and is on track to achieve 35 percent within ten years.98 Germany’s policy, now spreading worldwide, is called the Feed-In Tariff because producers receive a payment (“tariff”) for feeding clean energy into the energy grid. The law obligates utilities to buy electricity from renewable installations, like a solar panel or small windmill, at a price that guarantees a good return.

German households seized the opportunity and now own roughly 80 percent of the country’s solar installations as well as most of its small hydroelectric power plants. The cost of the whole program is spread across all ratepayers, coming to less than $5 a month per household—all while stimulating 370,000 jobs in the renewables industry.99

This practical scheme for distributed power generation is now working in dozens of countries on six continents.100

Yes, experts tell us, to fully embrace the dispersed sun, wind, and other clean-energy possibilities, we’ll also need to invest in what’s called  a “supergrid,” connecting and balancing demand through dispersed green power generators. If we let it happen, concentrated social power—those companies wealthy enough to invest in grids—could gain ground in a new form. But it’s not a given. As more of us become energy generators ourselves—picking up the spirit of Jane and Ursula, in ways impossible with fossil fuel—isn’t it likely that we’d resist a return to dependency?




A DIFFERENT PATHWAY, A DIFFERENT MESSAGE 

Of course, only a portion of the vast potential suggested here, in everything from “natural regeneration” of trees, to biochar enhancing of the soil, to impressive energy efficiencies and distributed energy generation, is practically achievable any time soon. But their potential is so far beyond what’s required that a “portion” would be terrific.

My concern, however, is that a frame of “limits” can limit our view—keeping us from seeing the many positive steps we can take right now to balance the carbon cycle.

The 2009 Union of Concerned Scientists peer-reviewed study Climate 2030: A National Blueprint for a Clean Energy Economy would put us on the path to cut climate-disrupting emissions by 2050 to 80 percent below their level in 2005.101 Other climate-action leaders set the goal of fighting climate change in parts per million (ppm) of atmospheric carbon, with 450 ppm being a widely accepted target.

But even now, at 395 ppm, our planet is already experiencing powerful consequences, so distinguished climate scientist James Hansen and author Bill McKibben, indefatigable leader of the climate-action campaign 350.org, among others, convince me that 450 ppm is not good enough: Getting to 350 ppm as quickly as possible is essential.

There’s every reason to think that as we implement with ever-greater vigor the many known strategies both for reducing emissions and for holding more carbon in the soil and plant life, we can meet this critical target.

To do so, though, we need very different messages. Just as in Thought 2’s “the-consumer-is-to-blame” refrain, a “the-party’s-over” framing of our challenge is a big nonstarter for many. In 2008, British prime minister Gordon Brown dubbed what we’ve been living the “age of global prosperity.” Oh yeah? Most people didn’t feel they’d been invited to that  party, even before the Great Recession. The financial stress many Americans feel well predates the most recent crisis: The bottom 90 percent of us, as noted earlier, were already earning less in real dollars than in 1973.102

We defeat our ends if environmental messages make already-stretched families fear that protecting the environment means losing further ground. An understandable response might be to grab everything in sight, now, before it’s all gone.

So, let’s strive for a vision of less pressure and more security.

“The place we could finish up could be so much nicer than the one we’ve got now,” says Tony Juniper, once director of Friends of the Earth, UK, and now a leader in an international movement called “Transition Towns.” “We’re not headed back to a new Stone Age or Dark Age, we’re headed toward a much brighter, secure future, where communities are rebuilt, pollution is a thing of the past, we’ve got food security, biodiversity, people have long comfortable lives, energy is secure forever.”103

No doubt this spirit is a key to why the Transition Towns initiative is taking off. It was launched only six years ago in Kinsale, Ireland, by ecofarming and gardening educator Rob Hopkins. Rather than as threatening a scary time ahead, Hopkins sees the climate challenge as an “extraordinary opportunity to reinvent, rethink and rebuild.”104 It’s an “experiment in engaged optimism,” he says.105

The movement has become a network of communities pledging and plotting to transition to renewable energy, while re-creating local economies and other aspects of community well-being. In addition to the almost four hundred “official” Transition Towns already participating in fourteen countries, many hundreds of other communities have expressed strong interest. And thousands of communities see themselves as part of the movement, says its founder. A couple of Transition Towns in the UK have even created their own green energy utility companies, and the Scottish government is helping fund local Transition Movement initiatives as part of its official response to climate change.106

The Transition Towns movement’s slogan of “carbon descent” might more appropriately be “carbon freedom,” for Hopkins’s message and the movement’s spirit capture a way of seeing that ignites human imagination and invention. Who wouldn’t want to be part of his “experiment in engaged optimism”?

THOUGHT LEAP 3

Because most people know they weren’t invited to the Too Good party, the message of limits falls flat. An effective and ecologically attuned goal is not about more or less. Moving from fixation on quantities, our focus shifts to what brings health, ease, joy, creativity—more life. These qualities arise as we align with the rules of nature so that our real needs are met as the planet flourishes.



Aligning with the laws of nature means re-embedding our societies, including economic life, in democratic relationships of mutuality. Yet, here we come up against a fourth thought trap, a dim view of human nature itself.





thought trap 4:

WE MUST OVERCOME HUMAN NATURE TO SAVE THE PLANET

Humans are greedy, selfish, competitive materialists. We have to overcome these aspects of ourselves if we hope to survive.

 

 

 

“WE EVOLVED TO SUIT A WAY OF LIFE WHICH IS ACQUISITIVE, territorial, and combative,” proclaims popular British writer Philip Pullman, and now we have to overcome “millions of years of evolution.” 1 Renowned biologist E. O. Wilson warns us that our “Stone Age emotions” are an obstacle to saving our “living environment.”2

Wow. If I believed all of this, I would feel utterly hopeless. How can we possibly make the needed planetwide turn to align with nature if first we have to change our own nature?

Here appears the second huge piece of the “premise of lack” dragging us downward. First was the lack of goods—from food to energy—and now  we meet its partner, our lack of goodness. To believe that we are nothing but selfish little shoppers, we have to deny our own everyday experience. Even a moment’s reflection—and now a lot of science—suggests that humans are much more complex creatures.

So, we can drop the debate over the inherent goodness of human nature—agreeing that humans can be both selflessly giving and cravenly cruel. We are then able to identify the deep positive needs and capacities in human nature that we can tap for all to thrive.

And it matters. It really matters. How we think about who we are has tremendous power over how we act. And some clever scientists with a bunch of Chloé sunglasses recently revealed how shockingly true this is.

First, they handed out the pricey sunglasses to a group of women, telling half of them at random that they were really only getting fakes. All were then assigned identical math problems for which correct answers brought money rewards and asked to score themselves. The researchers found the rate of cheating differed big-time: 70 percent of those believing they were wearing fakes cheated—a rate more than double that of subjects who believed their glasses were “real.” Apparently, merely perceiving themselves as inauthentic led the bigger cheaters to act more unethically.3

If how we view our own nature shows up dramatically even in a trivial experiment, isn’t it high time we carefully examined our inherited, damning views of our whole species?

From works like The Naked Ape in the 1960s to The Selfish Gene in the 1970s—not to mention the nightly news—a lot of us have learned that our species is inherently and basically brutal. But that view defies the evidence: “There is a very tiny handful of incidences of conflict and possible warfare before 10,000 years ago,” says archaeologist Jonathan Haas of the Field Museum in Chicago, “and those are very much the exception.”4

Our oldest known human ancestor, Ardipithecus ramidus, or “Ardi,” who lived 4.4 million years ago, was only discovered in 1994 in Ethiopia. She’s produced a “tectonic shift” in views of human evolution, says anthropologist Owen Lovejoy of Kent State University. “We now know . . . that hominids have always been a far less aggressive clade [group descendent from a single ancestor] than are chimpanzees or even bonobos.” One telltale bit of evidence: Ardi lacks the fanglike canines that chimpanzees use as weapons.5

The common view of ourselves as warring predators looks at only a small fraction of our time on earth, after our numbers had grown large enough that we perceived our survival as dependent on territorial control. It ignores the vastly longer experience of our evolving species: that we developed who we are in close-knit communities, knowing our lives depended on one another. So deep did Charles Darwin perceive our connection to be that he surmised that primal people judged things good or bad “solely as they obviously affect the welfare of the tribe.”6 And Adam Smith—the very same philosopher who supposedly endorsed the “invisible hand” of selfishness—observed that love for ourselves is completely dependent on community.

It is the great precept of nature to love ourselves only as we love our neighbor; or, what comes to the same thing, as our neighbor is capable of loving us.

—Adam Smith,
 The Theory of Moral
 Sentiments, 1759



We’re so socially constructed that isolation actually makes us sick. Being without friends, a Harvard University study of women found, is just as damaging to health as smoking.7 “The subjective experience of social distance,” says Steve Cole, author of a University of California, Los Angeles, study, “reaches down into some of our most basic internal processes—the activity of our genes.” The study found that “the genes of chronically lonely people showed over-expression in immune system activation (such as inflammation) but under-expression in antiviral responses and antibody production,” which help keep us well.8 So, it is not surprising that solitary confinement is viewed, and experienced, as the harshest of punishments.

Flowing from this deeply social nature of ours, I’m convinced, are at least six human traits we can count on as we make this historic turn. As Adam Smith pointed out in 1759, “Man who can subsist only in society was fitted by nature for that situation for which he was made.”9




SIX HUMAN TRAITS WE CAN COUNT ON 

But before I launch into my list, a clarification is in order. I sometimes hear “hardwired” used metaphorically to refer to our genetic endowment, but “soft-wired” seems more apt to me. Much of the expression of our genetic  potential depends on triggers in our environment. This understanding, that context shapes the expression of an organism’s potential, is central to an eco-mind.

So, here are six essential traits ready for us to tap as we create environments that draw them forth:


One: Cooperation 

It turns out that cooperating and co-creating explain our evolutionary success just as much as competition does.10

Human beings learned in our early tribal experience—how we lived for most of our time on earth—that we thrive within communities that work for everybody. Humans are unique among animals in our “pervasive sharing” of food, “especially among unrelated individuals,” writes Michael Gurven, a leading authority on food transfers among hunter-gatherers living as our early forebears did.11 The rule, except in times of extreme deprivation, is that when some eat, all eat. And the most productive hunters share the most.12

So, perhaps it should come as no surprise that neuroscientists using MRI scans discovered that when human beings cooperate, our brains’ pleasure centers are stimulated as when we eat chocolate!13

And what were the evolutionary pressures that turned us into cooperators?

In 2009, University of California, Berkeley, anthropologist Sarah Blaffer Hrdy challenged the common view that our cooperative nature was largely shaped by the need to bond in order to fight our neighbors. No, she says, confirming what Ardi seems to tell us. Over most of the 200,000 years we Homo sapiens have been around, there were simply too few of us to warrant fighting over territory. Instead, our capacities to cooperate as a group, to empathize, and to imagine what others are thinking—all of these traits—probably are responses to the selective pressures of evolving in a cooperatively breeding social group.

While other primates generally don’t trust others to care for their infants, humans turn to aunties, grandmas, and friends to help care for their babies from birth. With these “helpers,” children have the “luxury of growing up slowly, building stronger bodies, better immune systems, and in some cases bigger brains,” Hrdy surmises. She reports that “shared  suckling . . . occurs at least occasionally in 87 percent of typical foraging societies.” And in one central African tribe, someone other than the lactating mother holds a baby during 60 percent of daylight hours.14

It is this capacity for cooperation, Hrdy stresses, that most distinguishes Homo sapiens from other species. So, might we thank our helpless, demanding babies not only for our cooperative nature but for all it’s made possible—including civilization itself?

Interestingly, and contrary to modern assumptions, are additional findings aligned with Hrdy’s thesis. “For over 90 percent of our existence as human beings, we lived, almost exclusively, in highly egalitarian societies,” say University of Nottingham Professor Emeritus Richard Wilkinson and colleague Kate Pickett.

Such indications of our cooperative nature remind me of the musings of biologist Marshall Sahlins: “So far as I am aware,” he said, “we [Westerners] are the only society on earth that thinks of itself as having risen from savagery, identified with a ruthless nature. Everyone else believes they are descended from gods.”15

But there’s more to grasp about what makes us unique that “cooperation” doesn’t quite capture. It’s our capacity for “shared intentionality,” write Michael Tomasello and Malinda Carpenter of the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology in Germany. While chimps gesture in order to get others to do what they want, only humans form “a shared goal to which they are all committed, and know together that they are committed, and then form shared plans to reach the goal.” Simply put, we know how to get things done together. Chimp involvement in group activity is more individualistic, write the two psychologists, but even one-year-old humans “form shared goals and plans.”16

These distinctions may sound subtle, but they carry huge implications for grappling with today’s challenges: Not just cooperating but co-creating is our nature.


Two: Empathy 

Cooperation is made possible by empathy, and it, too, seems to be a capacity deeply carved—or “soft-wired”—into us. Empathy, in turn, is made possible by our being able to see from another’s perspective—a neat trick that even babies as young as seven months achieve.17

We also see a hint of early empathy in the finding that babies cry at the sound of other babies crying but rarely at a recording of their own cries.18 And there’s certainly no reason to think we humans are less empathetic than rhesus monkeys. In one experiment the monkeys refused food (in one case, going without food for twelve days) if eating meant they had to hurt another monkey with electric shock.19 And notwithstanding the myth that crowds always panic in emergencies, research suggests that at such moments we’re more likely to die from our compassion—as we use precious time to help others—than from a competitive stampede to save ourselves.20

In my own family, I’ll never forget my son Anthony’s story of his then two-year-old Josie asking, “Daddy, would you cry?” Anthony would pretend to sob, and his daughter would rush to comfort him. For me, it seems obvious that Josie wanted to experience the pleasure of comforting her dad back to smiles. Sophisticated experiments may prove our innate empathy and our pleasure in expressing it, but Josie cinches it for me. When Josie was three, I watched her offer her frozen lemonade to her crying cousin, who’d spilled his: “To help you feel better,” she said. “It’s all yours.”

All this brings to mind a study reported in the journal Science in 2008: Two groups are given a chunk of money. One group is instructed to spend it on themselves, and the other, to spend it on gifts. Afterward, those who spent it on others reported feeling happier.21

Once basics are covered, psychologists report that “the most important factor determining happiness is our relationships with other people. Might that also be true collectively? What does that imply about our species’ estrangement from the rest of the biosphere?”

—David Loy, Money, 
Sex, War, Karma, 2008



But what’s most telling here is that the results surprised the subjects. Absorbing the view that we’re nothing but selfish materialists, apparently we doubt the joy we experience in giving—even though studies show that on average over 80 percent of happiness comes from relationships, health, spiritual life, friends, and work fulfillment, while only 7 percent is about money.22

In On Kindness, Adam Phillips and Barbara Taylor remind us that we evolved to find pleasure in being kind. Not only is kindness pleasurable, they write, but it, “not sexuality, not violence, not money—has become our forbidden pleasure.... Once we allow it as a pleasure it makes us more porous, less insulated and separated from others.”23 A 1990s study of over 3,000 people confirms the authors’ observation. It found fully 95 percent of volunteers reported that after helping others, they felt what the researchers called a “helper’s high”—an improved sense of well-being, both emotionally and physically, plus enhanced energy and serenity.24


Three: Fairness 

In striving to create a social context that elicits our best, we can also count on a sense of fairness. It lives within most of us, for we learned a long time ago that injustice destroys community, the bonds of trust on which our individual survival depends. Adam Smith grasped this truth, noting that it is injustice that “will utterly destroy” society. So, more than two centuries ago, he wrote that we are “in some peculiar manner tied, bound and obliged to the observation of justice.”25

And here, too, in our sharp sense of fairness, we’re not alone in the animal world: Capuchin monkeys in a 2003 experiment flatly refused rewards when they saw that other monkeys were favored with tastier treats for the same effort. (The scientists, though, couldn’t seem to bring themselves to call it a sense of fairness. To them, it’s “inequity aversion.”) 26 Even vampire bats and ravens detect overeating cheaters among those gathering food and punish them.27

What scientists see as a revenge instinct seems to be part of our fairness wiring. We know that if consequences for unfair action aren’t imposed, the behavior might worsen and break down group cohesion. One study found that humans are a lot more likely to find the courage to impose sanctions on a transgressor if we know that others are observing us. Might this suggest that we don’t necessarily find it fun to play cop, but if we’re being judged, we want to do our part to protect the community?28

Revealing the effect of knowing others are watching, one study in a university setting found that even a mere wall photo of human eyes looking down on an “honor-system” coffee station meant users coughed  up three times more for their drinks!29 In other words, we humans know what fairness requires of us, and being reminded that our social standing depends on being fair, we’re more likely to act.

In fact, so committed are we to the principle of fairness that we will accept less for ourselves if that’s what it takes to keep things fair. In a simple experiment, psychologists make subjects choose between the chance of getting nothing for themselves and the chance of getting less than a fair shake. It turns out that at least half of us will walk away with nothing before letting the other guy get away with treating us unfairly.30

Plus, fairness seems to make us feel good, even when at our own expense, Nature reported in 2010. In a simple experiment, pairs of young men were given $30 a piece, while at random one in each pair got a $50 bonus. For those receiving the bonus, the brain’s reward center responded. No surprise. What was a surprise is that when these lucky men were then asked to imagine how they would feel if they got another bonus or if instead the bonus went to their partners, it was the second scenario, the one reducing inequality, that lit up the brain’s pleasure center. “There could be an evolutionary preference for fairness,” observed Elizabeth Tricomi, one of the psychologists involved, because it “helps us work together.”31

These findings suggest that inequality in our societies, if perceived as unfair, abrades the human spirit and even harms the human body. In a rather stunning finding, British professor Richard Wilkinson and his team discovered that death rates among all fifty states do not correlate with rather large differences in average state-by-state income. Instead, they found a “strong relationship between death rates and income inequality” within each state. Inequality, Wilkinson finds, explains as much as a fifteenyear longevity gap between the poorest and richest groups. He goes to great pains to make clear that these differences are independent of, for example, better medical care for the better off. Rather, early death reflects the stress of “feeling looked down on . . . and being treated as second rate.”32


Four: Efficacy 

We’re also problem solvers. Think about it. Could our species have made it to almost 7 billion if we were essentially couch potatoes, shoppers, and whiners? I don’t think so. We are doers.

“Man cannot tolerate absolute passivity,” wrote social philosopher Erich Fromm in The Heart of Man. “He is driven to make his imprint on the world.”33 Our need to make a dent in the wider world is so great that Fromm argued in a much later work that we should toss out René Descartes’s theorem “I think, therefore I am.” Fromm sums up the human essence this way: “I am, because I effect.”34

The trait seems to show up even in tiny babies. Three-month-olds respond with pleasure to a moving mobile, but, a study now shows, they “prefer to look at a mobile they can influence themselves.” Plus, “they smile and coo at it more too,” writes Professor Alison Gopnik in The Philosophical Baby. For her, the finding suggests that even the youngest among us enjoy making things happen and seeing the consequences.35

One aspect of being a doer, not a passive recipient, is the pleasure we experience in being helpful. And toddlers “have an almost reflexive desire to help, inform and share,” reports psychologist Michael Tomasello, mentioned above, of the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology in Leipzig.36

Plus, little kids are smart about it. A study by Tomasello and colleague Felix Warneken measured toddlers’ willingness to help an adult with tasks like stacking books, retrieving an out-of-reach object, or removing something from a box. Over and over, they helped the adult within seconds and without being asked. Apparently able to discern the need for aid, they didn’t bother to help if objects had been deliberately discarded or books intentionally knocked over.

The investigators’ conclusion?

That “even very young children have a natural tendency to help other persons solve their problems, even when the other is a stranger and they receive no benefit at all.”37 Tomasello concludes that “there is very little evidence . . . that children’s altruism is created by parents or any other form of socialization.”38

“Altruism” is probably a great descriptor, but I also see it through the lens of power—the deep need to master tasks and to be useful. Not long ago, walking through the supermarket behind my stepdaughter, I watched her two-year-old son, Ben, become quite annoyed when she didn’t give him complete command of their shopping cart. Yes, he was helping out, but his deeper desire seemed to be to accomplish a difficult challenge.

In a widely known experiment carried out in the 1970s, Harvard psychologists Ellen Langer and Judith Rodin divided nursing home residents into two groups. In one, residents were allowed choices as to where to receive visitors and when to watch movies; they were also given houseplants to care for. Residents in the second group did not make these decisions and were told that the staff would care for the houseplants.

After a year and a half, the Harvard investigators returned and were surprised that fewer than half as many residents in the more engaged group had died compared to those in the more passive group. Langer attributes the stunning difference to the enhanced “mindfulness” of those making more choices.39 I see the outcome differently. For me, the longer lives of those with responsibility for themselves and another living organism, the plant, affirm what Fromm so plainly states: We thrive when we know we have an effect, when we feel useful and that we count.

Interface, the eco-responsible business icon mentioned in Thought 1, reports that it gives employees at all levels of the company a framework for suggesting solutions to help move toward its environment-friendly goal.40 Enabling its workforce to feel effective toward a shared higher purpose is likely one reason for the carpet company’s success. And going beyond this “sense” of shared purpose to the fact of shared ownership is likely one reason cooperative enterprises are spreading globally.

And power makes a difference.

As our societies increasingly tell us that we are only responders to market forces and to distant, centralized corporate and government power, we feel less and less useful and effective. We are deprived of a sense of agency.

And when we do feel empowered, what can be the consequence? Let me tell you of an encounter I’ll never forget that hints at an answer.

Almost a decade ago, my daughter, Anna, and I visited the homes of formerly landless workers in Brazil. They had gotten land of their own through the Landless Workers Movement (known by its Portuguese acronym MST), a nearly thirty-year struggle that has settled a third of a million families on almost 20 million acres of unused land. The MST is now arguably the largest social movement in this hemisphere. Landless workers, long seen as among the most powerless people in Brazil, have  created thousands of new communities, farms, enterprises, and schools.

When the MST farmers explained to us that they were creating the first organic seed line in Brazil, we asked, “Are you moving to organic farming because as landless workers you experienced pesticide poisoning and now want to protect yourselves?”

I was surprised by the look on their faces. You just don’t get it! they seemed to be telling us. “Our concern is to protect the consumer,” they said.

Knowing all they’d been through, though, I heard even more behind their words: Why would we risk our lives (for over 1,000 MST members have been killed by landowners’ hired gunmen and corrupt law enforcement) and work so hard to create this community, only to produce something (pesticide-laden food) that might hurt someone else?

Reflecting on this encounter, something clicked for me: As long as we feel like cogs in someone else’s machine, we can tell ourselves we’re not really responsible for the impact of what we do. But when people gain a sense of control over their lives, they’re able to acknowledge the implications of their actions and feel good about taking responsibility. So, the obvious answer for our societies is–no more cogs! And in an ecological worldview of mutual influence, there are none. We realize we are co-creating our world moment to moment.

If Fromm is correct and our need for efficacy runs this deep, the challenge to our species is clear: Can we consciously reframe our need for agency in ways that align with the laws of life, with life itself? Can we shift from control as the primary expression of power and experience power as co-creating with others and with wider nature?

I’ll return to this thought at the book’s end.


Five: Meaning 

We human beings are creatures of meaning, seeking ways to give our days value beyond ensuring our own survival. This yearning for transcendent meaning runs as deep as any biological urge, certainly. (If you Google “God” and “sex,” it’s true that the later turns up more hits, but God is not far behind!)

Even the private act of voting isn’t just about calculated self-interest, it dawned on me recently. It, too, is about meaning. Rationally, I can easily see that my single vote isn’t about to decide anything. But entering the  voting booth, I feel something more going on inside: a quiet sense of pride welling up because I know I’m playing my part in a larger human drama. So the effort we make to vote may be driven less by anything tangible we’re voting for or against and more by the meaning we ascribe to common decision making itself—to the democratic ideal we’re honoring by our act.

Appreciating that humans are motivated at least as much by the desire for meaning as by the expectation of material reward turns out to be critical in effectively encouraging eco-friendly choices. Consider this experiment in which subjects were asked to read about recycling: For one group of subjects, the task of recycling was framed as a way to save money; for the second group, the task was framed as benefiting the community. Those who understood the goal to be about benefiting others learned more deeply the content covered in the text, the researchers found, and were more likely to voluntarily visit the library and a recycling plant to learn more about recycling.41

So, in facing the environmental and poverty crises, we can count on our deeply human need to feel that our lives count for something big, and we can emphasize that one way human beings over eons have met this need is by striving to be good ancestors—enhancing our children’s and their children’s futures. Journalist Mark Hertsgaard ends his 2011 book Hot: Living Through the Next Fifty Years on Earth with a letter to his five-year-old daughter. His work suggests to me that we can each find meaning in thinking about what we will say one day when our children or grandchildren ask us, “Granddaddy, Grandma, what did you do to stop climate change?”


Six: Imagination and creativity 

Just as I thought the book was complete, it hit me: While EcoMind is all about the human capacity to rethink our world, imagination was missing on my short list of essential human capacities. Had I taken our imagination for granted precisely because it defines humans—it is us?

In building up to her discussion of human imagination in The Philosophical Baby, Alison Gopnik writes, “More than any other creature, human beings are able to change. . . . The key to human nature at every level from brains to minds to societies” is what neuroscientists call plasticity—“our  ability to change in light of experience.” And this quality, she underscores, depends on our extraordinary imaginations.

The great evolutionary advantage of human beings is our ability to escape the constraints of evolution, Gopnik reminds us. We can learn about our environment, we can imagine different environments, and we can turn those imagined environments into reality.

And it is the length of our protected childhoods, unique among species, that allows human imagination to flourish, Gopnik argues. Both “using tools and making plans . . . depend on anticipating future possibilities,” and they play a “large role in the evolutionary success of Homo sapiens,” she notes. And her experiments at the University of California, Berkeley, reveal these “abilities emerging even in babies who can’t talk yet.”

Gopnik invites her readers to consider the objects around her as she writes and to see that they are all, each and every one, products of human imagination. The point is so obvious that to make it stick, she gets dramatic: “I [referring to ‘woman cognitive scientist’] am also a creation of human imagination, and so are you.”42

Human beings’ unique capacity for imagination ends this list because—coupled with our “plasticity”—it is what enables us to envision and make the changes we must in order to draw forth the other five essential qualities.

And it is this imaginative self that takes pleasure in the challenge.




IF WE’RE SO GREAT . . . 

If humans are all this—cooperative, empathetic, and sensitive to fairness—if we need to feel efficacious, seek meaning, and are naturally imaginative and creative, then why in the world do we mindlessly participate every day in a social ecology that generates so much destruction and misery for so many?

That’s the big question.

Clearly with all the above going for us, human beings have what it takes to seize today’s historic challenges. Yes, but only if we get real.

For me that means accepting the complexity of our nature and then, seeing with an eco-mind, fully appreciating the power of context—including conditions we ourselves create—to determine the qualities we  express. To help me appreciate the power of environment to elicit expression of an organism’s potential, I like to keep in mind the humble water flea. The size of a grain of rice, it’s got about a third more genes than we humans do. While the water flea looks unassuming, in response to a threat in its environment, this tiny creature can actually grow whole appendages, its own “spear” and “helmet.” From flea to human, organisms respond to stimuli.43

Now, back to what all this means to us.

Getting real starts with the admission that with the six magnificent traits above come some much less lovely aspects of being human. If we look at the grand sweep of history, it’s impossible to deny that we—not a few but most of us—are also capable of unspeakable cruelty. In his book The Lucifer Effect, Stanford psychologist Philip Zimbardo reflects on his infamous prison experiment—a mock prison he set up in 1971 in Stanford’s psych building. He divided young people who’d tested “normal” into prisoners and guards and dressed them for their parts. Zimbardo had designed the experiment to last for two weeks, but he had to call it quits in six days. The “guards” had begun tormenting their “prisoners” in ways gruesomely similar to what appeared in shocking 2004 photos of abuse by US soldiers at Iraq’s Abu Ghraib prison.

Zimbardo’s work, as well as earlier experiments by Yale University psychologist Stanley Milgram—not to mention what is evident in human horrors outside the lab, from the Inquisition to the Holocaust to slaughter in the Democratic Republic of the Congo today—reveal something about ourselves that is hard to swallow: that under certain conditions our pro-social qualities dissolve, and most humans will ruthlessly inflict pain on others. In his so-called obedience experiments, beginning in 1961, Milgram found that roughly two-thirds of subjects were willing to follow an authority’s instructions even to the point of believing they were shocking a victim to death.44

Beyond this disturbing tendency to succumb to fear of authority or the desire to “fit in,” even when that means going along with evil, another not-so-happy dimension of human nature seems to be a fairly universal tendency to experience pleasure when a rival falters. Apparently, empathy takes a holiday.

Germans call it “schadenfreude”—a satisfaction registered by the brain like the sensual pleasure of a good meal. English lacks a word for it, possibly  because even acknowledging the feeling makes many people uncomfortable. Yet, psychologists have recently posited that its consequences for human society could be profound.

Because the thought of feeling glee at another’s undeserved misfortune is so distasteful, we look for justification—we seek faults in the rival, and that faultfinding can spiral into group animosity. So, what might originate in a fairly innocent thrill at a rival’s setback or a negative feeling about a rival’s success, some social psychologists suggest, could swell to explain the deadly scapegoating of others among Hitler’s disciples or Rwanda’s genocide participants.45 Yet another reason why social inequality—extreme and deepening, as in our society—is so dangerous: It means feelings of rivalry inevitably intensify.

Now, given our six deeply carved pro-social attributes, and accepting the ugly stuff too, the question for humanity seems relatively straightforward:Which social rules and norms have proven to bring out the worst in humans, and which have shown to bring forth the best while protecting us from the worst?





Here’s my take. At least three conditions have been shown over our long history to elicit the worst in us, mainly because they deny so many the expression of our proven, richly positive capacities. These three conditions are: extreme power inequalities, showing up today in unprecedented economic disparities; secrecy, allowing us to evade accountability, as occurred when the financial industry, operating without transparency and public oversight, brought the global economy to its knees; and scapegoating , creating “the other” onto whom we can push blame, whether it’s kids crying “he did it” on a playground or citizens at a town meeting shouting down a congressperson.

All three negatives seem to arise with ferocity in cultures premised on lack, where continuous rivalry is presumed. And, sadly, each has been on the rise in the US for at least three decades. Inequalities in income and wealth have reached or broken records, so today inequality here is much greater than in Ethiopia, to name just one country to which most Americans would not want to be unfavorably compared.46

Our soft-wired empathy and enjoyment in cooperation, our deep sensibility to fairness and need for meaning, efficacy, and creativity—all are stifled in societies where power is tightly held and opportunities shut off for so many. For me, it is not at all surprising, then, that scholars uncover a “strong relationship” between the extent of economic inequality and mental illness across countries.47 This mismatch, between what we know brings out the best in us and the cultures we’re creating, helps me understand why depression has become a global pandemic today: Worldwide, depression is the leading cause of disability, and the World Health Organization now ranks depression third as a contributor to the global disease burden.48 More generally, the extent of poor health and social ills—from violence and crime to teen pregnancy and substance abuse—strongly line up with the extent of inequality across societies.49

So, when pundits in the US insist that our society’s core problem is an intractable ideological divide—big-government believers versus smallgovernment crusaders—or an unbreachable cultural divide—pro-life versus pro-conscience activists—let’s not be confused. With an eco-mind we can stay focused on the deeper problem: the social ecology we’re now creating that denies us the best in our species’ own nature; a context in which we will point fingers—even point guns—at each other. In anger and frustration, we’ll look for scapegoats and find them.

Knowing all this about ourselves, our challenge seems clear: How can we flip these three dangerous conditions by continually dispersing power, enhancing transparency, and assuming mutual accountability? In the process, we will be creating a culture of alignment with nature in which human needs are met in ways dissolving the presumption of lack. Throughout this book, I suggest that success requires rethinking, “reliving” democracy itself. It starts with refusing to take our own positive proclivities for granted and instead actively nurturing them. All the great potential reviewed here needs our attention, and everyday living offers opportunities for its enhancement.

WHAT WE NOW KNOW BRINGS OUT THE BEST IN US: IT’S MOVING . . .

from concentrated power to the dispersion of power;

from secrecy and anonymity to transparency;

from the blame game to mutual accountability.



While most of us have experienced the helper’s high and do have a Josie inside, we (and she, too) can also be cruel. Who hasn’t cringed at the sight of kids taunting each other? Or felt repulsion when reading about teen suicides triggered in part by cyber- and text-message bullying?

But such cruelty is not inevitable.

All-important are the rules we humans make together. Vivian Paley, a seasoned teacher and MacArthur “genius,” describes leading kindergarteners in a discussion about the hurt created when one of them gets excluded from play. She asked the class to consider one simple rule—“You can’t say you can’t play”—which is also the title of her 1993 book. Several youngsters strongly resisted the rule, one even arguing that it would defy human nature to play with someone you don’t like.

Gradually, though, the children came around, agreeing to live by the rule. She could almost hear a sigh of relief in the room, says Paley—perhaps arising from the children’s freedom from the fear of being excluded themselves. Years later, one of the students stopped Paley in a grocery store to tell her she’s still committed to trying to live up to the “you-can’t-say-youcan’t-play” rule.50

This simple story is a powerful reminder that—notwithstanding hard evidence of our pro-social qualities—to really live up to the “best in us,” we need context calling it forth.

In Norway, after three teenage victims of bullying killed themselves in 1983, schools galvanized to train everyone working with teens—teachers, janitors, and bus drivers—how to identify bullying and effectively intervene. Every week in their classrooms, children now participate in discussions about friendship and conflict. And parents are deeply involved. The payoff? Incidences of bullying dropped by half during the two years after these programs launched and remain low. Stealing and cheating also declined.

Those studying this success attribute it to the community’s adoption of the values of dignity and respect. But my takeaway is that this “adoption” worked because of inclusive, deliberate, and specific actions—“shared intentionality”?—to create openness about the problem, along with new rules and expectations making everyone feel accountable.51

Our tendency to push blame onto others, intensifying in our culture, is not a fixture of the human experience. We have a choice.

Twenty years ago, farmers, loggers, and environmentalists—at loggerheads for decades in ongoing disputes over use of the land, how to respond to fires, and more—began to talk. Entrusted by the state to come up with a watershed plan, folks came together in the Applegate Partnership. Some got flack even for speaking to the “other” side. But members were determined to stop the blame game and created a button that members wore around town to symbolize their commitment. It was simply the word “they” with the universal diagonal line through it: No more “they.” And with a lot of hard work, the diverse members of the Applegate Partnership came up with a plan all could accept, protecting thousands of square miles of their beautiful state.52

Ending the cycle of blame also requires attention to nurturing empathy. Empathy is more than a “nice idea”; it’s a “pragmatic skill.” That’s what University of Chicago professors Donald Scott and William R. Harper argue, as they teach empathy-based skills to their medical students.53 Thus, we can deliberately develop these skills, striving to elevate their learning to a status as important as any tangible outcomes that families or schools or businesses generate.

The result can be powerful.

When students at the University of California, Santa Cruz, decided to launch a student-organized sustainability course, collaborating with the administration in order to green their campus, they realized their success would depend in large measure on how well they practiced what I call the “arts of democracy”—such people skills as active listening, mediation, negotiation, and creative conflict. One source they turned to was Community at Work’s Facilitator’s Guide to Participatory Decision-Making and the training offered by this group. The students have succeeded brilliantly. Their course has spread to other University of California campuses and is touching the lives of thousands of students.54

Another art of democracy, perhaps the mother of them all—“civil courage”—I take up in the concluding chapter.




SPEAKING TO OUR NATURE 

So what might it mean to take to heart this understanding of our own nature as we work to make compelling and motivating the challenges before us?

In a recent TV interview with environmental luminaries, a fellow panelist declared that “people just aren’t afraid enough. We have to increase the fear to get action on the environment.” My heart sank.

We know too well that fear, particularly of our own death, typically brings out terrible things in human beings. Psychologists Tom Crompton and Tim Kasser report that most of us humans, when confronted with a survival threat, try to enhance our self-esteem through material gratification and by denigrating the “out-group,” which in this case might well be environmentalists or even nonhuman nature itself.55 We also try to avoid exposure to the bad news and to appear not to care.56

So, messages that trigger guilt and fear might enable the messengers to feel as if they’re being tough realists.

But are such messages actually tough?

Not if they fail to challenge us to dig deep, to dig to the system roots of our crises. How often, for example, do I hear leaders bewail our lack of environmental progress and call for a string of desirable policies—from pricing carbon to upgrading public transportation—but then stop short, failing to name essential prerequisites, particularly public financing of political campaigns, so that we free officials from dependency on the very industries blocking the policies we advocate.

And are messages evoking fear and guilt realistic?

Not if they end up backfiring because they don’t incorporate what we now know about human nature—including how we typically react to threats.

Motivating each other using our eco-minds, we tell the truth but drop the scare tactics. We not only embrace but strategically use our deeply social nature. Sharing our knowledge of social and environmental threats, we emphasize stories about what is working with confidence that most of us are more likely to support an action if we know the approach has already proven to make a difference. Respondents in one survey were more apt to support climate-change laws, for example, if they were told a similar approach worked to confront acid rain. So, let’s always underscore the real-impact punch line in the stories of possibility that we share with others.57

Psychologists are also helpfully documenting that because our social nature encourages us to want to be like others, we’re motivated by messages that seem to offer us a way to meet that need.

In an experiment comparing the effectiveness of messages to encourage hotel guests to help save water and energy by reusing towels, psychologist Robert B. Cialdini found that imploring guests to the save the planet wasn’t too effective. But this message was: “Join your fellow guests in helping to save the environment,” followed by a note explaining that almost 75 percent of guests who were asked to reuse their towels did so.58 Since it seems we’re more likely to act when we believe others are, one easy takeaway for me is even more energetically to spread stories of everyday people in action.

Even more broadly, Cialdini warns that we make a big messaging mistake if we mainly scold those causing environmental harm—driving their SUVs, failing to recycle, leaving lights ablaze in empty rooms, and so on. The trouble is, what the public takes in is a message about “what others around us are doing,” he says, and our “primitive” desire to be with the group responds.

His advice?

Heap attention on those people who are doing the behavior we seek. Cialdini tested his theories using a public service announcement in Arizona communities that combined these three messages: The majority of Arizonans approve of recycling, the majority of Arizonans do recycle, and they disapprove of the few who don’t. These messages resulted in what Cialdini called an impact “unheard of” for public service announcements: a 25 percent increase in the tonnage of recycled material in communities exposed to the ads.59

To use our social nature strategically, we also can incorporate evidence that people tend to give more to a cause when their contribution is publicly visible—more evidence that our status with others matters enormously. So we can make more transparent all the ways people are contributing to social betterment.60

Finally, we can shed the assumption that in any simple sense humans don’t like change. Knowing how much change must happen, and really fast, that thought is a killer. Sure, we do typically experience change in part as loss, but a striking feature of our species is our attraction to the new. Virtually from birth, humans are learners, testers, explorers. Even very young babies get bored with an “old” sound and, when hearing something new, “become attentive and start listening,” says cognitive  scientist Alison Gopnik.61 So we can avoid any hint that environmental progress means return to a bygone era and celebrate humanity’s fascination with the new, as do the many breakthroughs in this book.

I’m sure these findings only scratch the surface of how we can use our understanding of our social nature to become more effective communicators.

Most broadly, though, is this single key to effectiveness: We humans respond more powerfully to emotional than reason-based appeals, as psychologist Drew Westin underscores in Political Brain. Taking Westin to heart, we can deliberately speak to and seek to evoke—whether with the public, among friends, or in our own inner dialogue—a range of positive emotions about facing our global challenges. Why not these five?

Exhilaration in feeling powerful as a contributor to something truly historic.

Dignity and self-respect, for don’t we all secretly want to be heroes, at least to ourselves?

Camaraderie in knowing that we’re walking shoulder to shoulder with others in common work.

Excitement in novel experiences as we try out new ways of living.

Anger at the needlessness of deepening suffering around us—a positive, too, if we have a framework for putting our anger to work.



So maybe it’s time that we, whether of the Left or Right, stop cajoling others to be better people. The challenge is not instilling empathy or the need for a larger meaning in life or other pro-social qualities. They are in us. The real challenge is creating social rules and norms eliciting these qualities and actively nourishing them. It is making this century’s planetary turnaround an epic struggle for life so vivid and compelling that it will satisfy these deep needs in billions of us.

As we strive to put forth an exhilarating ecology of hope, we can take heart in realizing that, like the formerly landless Brazilians, we are motivated to think through the consequences of our acts when we feel a sense of personal power. Thus, effective environmental messages  must communicate a sense of possibility to be not just victims—or worse, mere perpetrators—of the crises but powerful contributors to solutions.

THOUGHT LEAP 4

Sure, we can be selfish, fixated on material gain, and narrowly competitive. But here’s the key to our future: We’ve also evolved deep capcities for cooperation, empathy, fairness, efficacy, meaning, and creativity. We can’t change human nature, but that’s OK. We can change the norms and rules of our societies to keep negative human potential in check and to elicit these powerful, positive qualities we most need now. Let’s focus there with laser intensity.



But this new frame, which assumes we are able to choose new rules and norms to bring forth the best in us, runs smack into the next disempowering assumption about our nature.





thought trap 5:

TO SAVE OUR PLANET, WE HAVE TO OVERRIDE HUMANITY’S NATURAL RESISTANCE TO RULES

Because humans—especially Americans—naturally hate rules 
and love freedom, we have to find the best ways to coerce 
people to do the right thing to save our planet.

 

 

 

KNOWING HOW AMERICANS FEEL ABOUT FREEDOM, PRESIDENT George W. Bush found twenty-eight ways to get the word into his second inaugural address. The word “liberty” made it in fifteen times.1 And while philosophers may debate its many nuances, there’s no mistaking what freedom means to a lot of Americans: “Get out of my way!” So, it’s no surprise that former Bush advisor Grover Norquist chose to  name the allied conservative groups he has led the Leave Us Alone Coalition.

To love standing on one’s own with unlimited choice—that’s the definition of freedom Americans absorb. Public rules—laws and regulations—only limit and burden us. Not only do they violate our freedom, but for the most part rules don’t work. Because people love freedom, they find ways around them. Rules must be kept to a bare minimum.

But wait.

Isn’t it widely accepted that little kids need rules to feel safe and loved? Perhaps it’s also true for the rest of us. In fact, it could be that unboundedness—having endless choice—is what makes us a little nuts. Rules and boundaries, spoken and unspoken, give our lives shape and structure.

Rules also offer meaning and a sense of purpose and connectedness to others—think of the Ten Commandments or the Bill of Rights or wedding vows. Writing this section on a Sunday morning, I flipped on the radio as a church service was ending: “You can take comfort in God’s rules,” said the minister, “because there are no exceptions.”

Every sort of human activity—from marriage to mergers, from driving to dancing, from bed making to baseball—involves rules. Even little tikes are sensitive to playing by the rules—and the need to punish those who don’t. “Toddlers,” found a recent study, “selectively avoid helping those who cause or even intend [turns out they can tell!] to cause others harm.”2

So, in many ways, perhaps all humans, even Americans, love rules. If true, the challenge of reversing our planetary downward spin is not to overcome the American character or human nature but to build on the natural human love of rules. In any case, whether we love ‘em or hate ‘em, rules are part of life: All systems, biological or social, operate by principles that determine what choices are possible for any participant in the system.

Since the nature of nature is rules, we can’t do away with them, but what our species, uniquely, can do is make conscious choices about which rules shape our choices. We can make essential, urgent, social, and political changes so that we can create good rules, those that effectively serve life.




CUES FROM NATURE 

To go beyond a self-defeating antipathy to rules, we can take time to celebrate that, unlike many human-made rules open to endless debate, nature offers us nonarbitrary, infallible guidelines. If we break the rules, there are heavy consequences, with no exceptions. Two obvious examples come to mind.

Humans turn up the concentration of atmospheric carbon by almost 40 percent and the consequence: a greenhouse effect. As a result, within this century, we face the spread of tropical disease into temperate zones, accelerated decimation of species, flooding of coastal cities, and so much more.3

The rule in this case is simply that earth’s atmosphere can absorb only so much carbon and still maintain the climate that has produced life as we’ve known it. So, taking our cues from nature, we can align human rules with nature’s: For example, tax what is ruining us—such as using too much carbon—which Finland began twenty years ago.4 And we can couple that with lightening taxes on household income.

This latter rule change, dubbed “tax saving,” has had major ripples. Recall the Swedish town of Kristianstad from Thought 3, which freed itself from fossil fuels for virtually all its heating. Fueling this revolution was Sweden’s carbon tax shift, subtracting on average $500 annually from each household’s income tax and adding it mainly to vehicles and fuels.5 In a related step, Denmark chose to tax fossil fuel energy in order to fund green energy, and today this tiny country boasts the world’s tenth largest installed wind power.6

In the US, Boulder, Colorado, in 2007 put in place the first US tax on carbon emissions from electricity. (Did you know that electricity generation in the US emits more CO2 than all transportaton?7) And the city is using the revenue for its climate action plan.8

A second, obviously critical, rule of nature, ultimately determining whether we eat or not, involves the process of creating topsoil and the time needed. A widely used estimate is that one inch of soil is formed in one hundred years; yet, in the US, we’ve been eroding topsoil ten times faster.9

But humans are now learning how to re-align with nature’s “soil rules.” It starts for a lot of us with a big shift in perception: from soil as an  inert medium for holding up plants to soil as a living organism with which we can co-create.

As explored in Thought 3, farmers in every corner of the world are relearning how to abet soil formation by returning organic matter to the soil and how best to mix crops to improve overall soil health. We’re discovering how to vastly enhance fertility and reduce erosion by balancing soil microorganisms.10 (Note that one gram of soil—well less than a teaspoon—can contain 10 billion microorganisms.) Farmers are reducing topsoil loss through “conservation tillage” on roughly 250 million acres worldwide.11 From ancient farmers, we’re also learning how to smolder organic matter, producing “biochar,” as mentioned in Thought 3, that can enhance fertility by removing carbon from the atmosphere and can lock it away for centuries.

What comfort there is in this perspective on rules. We can take a deep breath, as we come to know that in aligning with nature’s rules, we have something real to count on.




RULE-MAKING POWER: WHO, HOW, WHY 

A key to experiencing the relief that comes with rules that make sense and work is getting clear about what rules are now throwing us off. And that means letting go of the fantastical notion that the market, for example, operates automatically without rules: by “the magic of the market,” as Ronald Reagan put it. The market embodies, and functions according to, vast numbers of rules that determine variables ranging from how wealth is distributed to how contracts are enforced.

So, the critical question for life is not whether there are rules (there are) but who makes them, the process of forming and changing them, and what purpose they serve. To step up to today’s huge environmental and human challenges, we need to make sure that each of three elements of rule setting conform to what we know about conditions bringing forth the best in us. I’ve proposed that they include the dispersion of power, transparency, and mutual accountability.

We live in a society in which the corporation plays a powerful role in rule setting. Keep in mind that if we compare corporate sales to national  gross domestic product, it turns out that just fifty-one corporations are bigger than half the world’s one hundred largest economies.12 So it seems smart to start with an understanding of the corporation: What is it, what is its role in shaping a wide range of rules determining our well-being, and what is its purpose?

OK. What is the corporation?

At our nation’s founding there were only about six of them—public inventions created to serve a “public purpose” for a defined period, as, for example, building a road or bridge.13 But the notion of a corporation as created by, and serving, society took a big dive in the late 1880s. It has not yet recovered.

In 1886 the Southern Pacific Railroad sued Santa Clara County over taxes it believed it did not owe. Ultimately the Supreme Court decided the case, and the published proceedings began, as was customary, with remarks prepared by a Court “reporter” (not to be confused with a journalist), in this case a former railroad president. He included comments that Chief Justice Morrison Waite had delivered before the court began hearing the case: “The court does not wish to hear argument on the question whether the provision in the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution, which forbids a State to deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws, applies to these corporations. We are all of the opinion that it does.”14

In a clarifying memo, Chief Justice Waite later wrote to the court reporter, “We avoided meeting the constitutional question in the decision,” the question being whether the Fourteenth Amendment applies to corporations. 15 Nonetheless, the reporter’s note prevailed. And the notion of “corporate personhood was established—without argument, without justification, without explanation, and without dissent,” writes UCLA professor of law Adam Winkler.16

Strange, how history is made.

Winkler goes on to note that while corporations have been accorded some of the protections of real people, the record has been nuanced. In 2011, even a corporate-personhood-friendly Supreme Court unanimously rejected AT&T’s claim that its personal right to privacy would be violated if records in a case involving the company’s alleged overbilling were  disclosed. “We trust that AT&T will not take it personally,” wrote Justice John Roberts.17

Notwithstanding Roberts’s lighthearted tease, the history of corporations accruing protections that were meant for real people is deadly serious. Since the late nineteenth century, the one body in our society most endowed with ultimate rule-setting and rule-dissolving power, the Supreme Court, has effectively put in place rules affording key rights, including “equal protection” and “freedom of speech,” to nonhuman entities, rules that now arguably affect every aspect of human life and nature. If that claim sounds hyperbolic, consider that in early 2010 the conflation of a person’s and a corporation’s rights of free speech (plus defining spending as a form of speech) culminated in a momentous 5–4 Supreme Court decision: It overturned one hundred years of precedent and unleashed limitless corporate and union spending in political campaigns.18

Four out of five Americans disagreed with the Court’s decision.19 They could no doubt see that it further favors large corporations’ power over citizens’ power within our political system.

My hunch is that most Americans would agree with Chief Justice John Marshall, who in 1819 wrote that the corporation is an “artificial being.”20 Common sense tells most of us that corporations cannot share the same rights with us because they are incapable of bearing the public responsibilities of real persons. They cannot vote or sit on a jury. Corporations are not able to pledge allegiance to the US because their allegiance is instead to shareholders, who could live anywhere with interests opposed to the national interest. Other pertinent differences with real people, with huge consequences, are these: The human beings behind corporations are in many ways legally shielded from responsibility for their actions (thus the term “limited liability”), and since their resources can become vastly greater than those of mere mortals, they can wield those resources to bend public choices to serve their private interests.

These and other differences between corporations and people have enabled them to wield enormous influence in political rule setting. The consequences of the growth in power of corporations, increasingly protected as “persons,” combined with the notion that markets work on their own, have been staggering.




MARKET MYTHOLOGY, MARKET MELTDOWN 

In the 1990s the financial industry grew so fast that, by the 2000s, its share of corporate profits had jumped to 40 percent, double that in the mid-1980s.21 With public oversight considerably reduced, the industry took on risk, leading to global financial meltdown. Yet the financial industry’s power remained so great that it could rebound to record profits in only a few years, even while the wider economy had regained only one in nine jobs lost.22

This massive increase in human suffering flows from the wild notion that we humans function best with minimal rules—an idea promoted religiously in schools of business and Washington think tanks—and the faith that, on their own, says Eugene Fama of the University of Chicago’s business school, markets are rational, and prices are the “best estimates of intrinsic values.” Nobel Prize–winning economist Paul Krugman notes that in recent decades these views have gained virtual cult standing among many economists.23

In fact, it was a weakening of the rules, via the financial services “modernization” act of 1999 signed by President Bill Clinton, that in part made possible Wall Street’s stampede to the ethical bottom. It removed barriers to company consolidation and conflict-of-interest regulations.

Knowing this history, blaming “Wall Street greed” for the financial crisis misses the real lesson: that it is the rules and norms we as a society put in place that determine how most of us behave.

Mike Francis, an executive at Morgan Stanley when the mortgage meltdown began, described on how mortgage standards sank and sank—and ultimately hit bottom with what brokers dubbed “NINAs,” the noincome, no-asset loan. In comments broadcast on National Public Radio, Francis called it “a liar’s loan,” acknowledging that “we are telling you [the mortgage seeker] to lie to us. . . . We’re setting you up to lie. Something about that . . . felt wrong way back when, and I wish we had never done it, [but] we did it because everyone else was doing it.”24

When the context—the rules and norms we create—allows it, most of us are apt to go along with the crowd against our better judgment, just as Francis did. That’s the downside of our social nature. And when that context includes secrecy, the outcomes can be really bad.

At the height of the shenanigans that brought on the collapse, observed University of Texas government professor James Galbraith, some Wall Street players lived by an insider “code”: IBG-YBG, an acronym meaning “I’ll be gone. You’ll be gone.”25 In other words, since we’re operating in secrecy, we’re invisible. So when it all implodes, we can just slip away unseen. And most did.

Unfortunately, such a lack of transparency is almost certain to arise where power is tightly held.

Even former Federal Reserve chair Alan Greenspan, once an acolyte of antigovernment author Ayn Rand, has come to see the risk of too-tightlyheld power. He argues that for a market system to work, rules must prevent power from becoming too concentrated—to keep companies from becoming “too big to fail.” If they are that big, “they’re too big,” Greenspan said in the fall of 2009. One answer is enforcing the antimonopoly rule on the books for a century. “In 1911 we broke up Standard Oil—so what happened?” Greenspan asked rhetorically. “The individual parts became more valuable than the whole. Maybe that’s what we need to do.”

Soon, though, Greenspan backed away, but we don’t have to.26

Absorbing the Great Recession’s excruciating lesson in what happens when we believe that rules are expendable, can we step up to keep the market open and fair? The answer will depend on whether we elect to office those who understand that rules are not anathema to a vibrant market; they are essential to it. And for that shift to become increasingly possible, we can change another rule: We can remove the power of private wealth in campaigns for public office.




ONLY CHANGE IS CONSTANT 

But, I hear a reader whispering, how can we even begin to imagine re-embedding such powerful entities as corporations into an ecology of democracy—shaped by a transparent, accountable set of rules beholden to our well-being?

It helps me to keep in mind that throughout most of human existence, economic life—making and trading to meet our needs—has not been a separate realm of life at all, and certainly not one above all others, but embedded in family, culture, and ritual.27 Today’s corporate dominance is an aberration. With an eco-mind, we see the corporation being shaped moment to moment by our ideas, laws, and court rulings, as well as by our actions as purchasers, workers, and citizens. They, too, are participants in an ecosystem.

To see the reality of continuous change inherent in an ecological worldview, we might start by rejecting any notion that what I call the “one-rule economy”—that is, business driven only by highest, short-term gain to top executives and shareholders—has always been the American way. It has not. A team of distinguished economists writing in the 1950s observed that US executives believed they had “four broad responsibilities: to consumers, to employees, to stockholders, and to the general public.”28 Even as recently as 1981, the Business Roundtable, representing CEOs in many of the biggest US companies, stated that a corporation “must” consider its impact beyond shareholders to “the society at large.”29

“The corporation is an evolving entity, and the end of its evolution is by no means in sight,” said President Harry Truman’s advisor Edward S. Mason in 1968.30




POSSIBILITY 

No law requires a corporation’s myopic focus on maximizing immediate shareholder return, or at least claiming to, even when executives are the big winners. Corporations are chartered by state statutes, and no state instructs directors only to consider short-term shareholder interests. That pressure comes in part from the threat of hostile takeovers if stock prices dip and from executives’ fear of losing their jobs or not collecting their juicy bonuses.

In fact, during the last two decades, roughly 30,000 companies have joined some sort of business organization setting standards for less myopic responsible behavior—now a $40 billion market.31 Even at the very center of corporate business training—Harvard Business School—Professor Michael Porter, chair of the school’s program for new CEOs of very large corporations, now calls for a new form of capitalism. He’s  christened it “shared-interest” capitalism, in which corporations operate on the premise that their success depends on society’s advancement. “The purpose of the corporation must be redefined as creating shared value,” he and coauthor corporate-responsibility specialist Mark R. Kramer write, “not just profit per se.”32

Alone, voluntary initiatives can’t get us where we need to go, but they are changing expectations and can become part of a transition returning the corporation to its original role—that of an agent of public progress, subject to rules set in the interests of thriving societies.

And it’s possible. State statutes governing corporate charters, it turns out, aren’t set in stone.

Responding to heightened threat of hostile takeovers, starting in the 1980s, a number of states amended their corporate statutes to permit corporate boards to consider the impact of their decisions on broader constituencies, such as workers and the community, when making merger-related decisions.33 More broadly, in Pennsylvania, for example, directors are explicitly not required to put the interests of one group—even shareholders—first.34

Skeptics may laugh—since none of this requires corporate boards to behave differently—but what these changes prove is that a corporation’s marching orders, the statutes defining it, aren’t diamond-hard.

And that’s where Jay Coen Gilbert comes in.

Three years ago, the lack of universal corporate standards—with teeth—taking into account firms’ total impact on people and the planet became too much for Jay. So in 2006, he and colleagues launched B Corporation (B for beneficial), based near Philadelphia, to create a certifying process through which over four hundred companies, including King Arthur, the country’s second-largest flour maker, have reworked their corporate charters to “bake their values into the DNA of their company,” says B Corporation.

The charter of a B corporation requires it to make “a material positive impact” on employees, the community, and the environment and to make publicly known its “social and environmental performance” as measured by third-party standards.35 By 2011, four states—Maryland and Vermont, New Jersey and Virginia—had passed legislation enabling a firm to incorporate as a B corporation. Similar laws are making their way through  several other state legislatures.36 Philadelphia views B corporations so positively it even offers them special tax breaks.37

Take heart, also, that most US companies are not giant multinational corporations traded on the stock market. They are privately held and family owned, which gives them a great deal of flexibility. They produce half of private, nonfarm gross domestic product.38 This big group can’t rationalize an immediate-profits-only mind-set by claiming that the rule of the market or a charter obliges companies to look out only for shareholders.

And get this. It turns out that social responsibility of the sort required by the legal structure of the B corporation leads not only to community and environmental benefits but to better financial returns as well: On average socially responsible firms perform better financially than their less responsible competitors.39 Even during the financial meltdown, companies prioritizing sustainability did better than their counterparts.40




GOOD-BYE TO THE FICTION THAT CORPORATIONS ARE PERSONS 

Someday, with the hindsight of history, we may look back and see that right now, out of sight of most of us, a most critical step is advancing the goal of embedding rules of economic life in a relational, ecological worldview. For example, citizens are starting to say, No, the notion of corporate personhood is not working. More than that, they are helping make new rules, democratizing the rule-setting process.

By 2009, over a hundred US municipalities, mostly in Pennsylvania, were creating new rules to challenge corporate rights. They have passed ordinances asserting community rights to self-governance and banning corporations from harmful operations, such as factory farming and spreading sewage sludge.41

In 2009, citizens of three Maine towns—Shapleigh, Newfield, and Wells—resisted the mining of their groundwater by Nestlé (for its Poland Spring bottled water) by declaring that within their boundaries, corporations are not persons. Shapleigh resident and business owner Shelly Gobeille, leader of Protect Our Water and Wildlife Resources, told Nestlé Waters North America that she was “outraged” that Nestlé “came into my community without permission or even the knowledge of residents.”42

Gobeille went door to door to let her neighbors know. And before it was all settled, citizens helped to pass ordinances that also included the right of ecosystems to flourish and the right of citizens to selfgovernance—including the right to place groundwater in a public trust.43

The Nestlé Corporation backed down.

And lest anyone assume such a radical step might be possible only in small communities, look at what Pittsburgh did.

In 2010, Pittsburgh’s city council approved an ordinance elevating “the rights of people, the community, and nature over corporate ‘rights’” in its successful strategy to prevent natural gas drilling—shown to contaminate groundwater, among other dangers—within city limits. Councilman Doug Shields defined the battle as deeper than drilling itself: “It’s about our authority as a community to decide, not corporations deciding for us.”

In their strong stand, Pittsburgh leaders have stood up to the gas industry in ways Congress has not: For a quarter century, pressure from the industry has thwarted Washington lawmakers’ efforts to regulate hazardous waste, reports a 2011 New York Times investigation. In 2004, the EPA studied the type of drilling proposed in Pittsburgh, ignored warnings in an early draft, and asserted that drilling “poses little or no threat.” Says EPA whistle-blower Weston Wilson, most of the study’s review panel were current or former oil and gas employees.44

The Pittsburgh ordinance includes a local “bill of rights” that covers the right to water and to local self-government. Moreover, with this ordinance, Pittsburgh became the first US city to recognize the legal rights of nature.45




WILDFIRES OF COMMON SENSE 

Letting go of any assumptions about human beings’ knee-jerk antipathy to rules, we realize that new social rules, aligned both with nature’s nonarbitrary laws and with our own nature, can take shape and spread quickly if they make sense to people—if new rules and norms ring true to us and if we feel engaged in shaping them.

Herb Walters, founder of RSVP/Listening Project based in North Carolina, explained to me recently that many conservative Christians have had  negative perceptions of environmentalism because it’s been linked with liberal ideology, secularism, and “environmental extremists.” They have felt none of this included them.

But a Listening Project in two rural North Carolina counties found that resistance often morphed into action when hour-long interviews with trained listeners offered church leaders a chance to reflect on stewardship of the earth as God’s creation and, from there, to reclaim their biblically based sense of responsibility for creation care. A number then formed a faith-based organization that’s effectively taken on protecting the watershed, helping connect low-income homeowners with a community agency offering weatherization and launching countywide sustainable economic development.

Activists often see themselves as
 having the answers. Listening Proj-
 ects change the rules by treating
 each person interviewed—even our
 opponents—as the expert. When
 we listen to people, they may find
 common ground or offer solutions.
 Some then take the next step,
 working for positive change.

—Herb Walters, founder, RSVP/Listening Project



The Listening Project approach, triggering profound changes on a range of concerns nationally and internationally, is both simple and profound: When we’re listened to, we start to make connections. New rules that honor those connections start to make sense.

And once a change of rules makes sense to people, it can take off with amazing speed.

Consider what I call the “Reward Renewables Law” in Germany (officially, the Feed-In Tariff), described in Thought 3. Taking effect about a decade ago, it rewards households producing renewable energy. In just a few years, the simple tool has already spread to over eighty-two countries, states, provinces, and municipalities.46 Lightning speed.

A recent adopter is Gainesville, Florida, where households are charged about thirteen cents a kilowatt-hour for electricity. Now, however, their publicly owned utility will pay them thirty-two cents a kilowatt-hour over twenty years for any solar-powered electricity they generate. (Those who come on board after two years will get somewhat less but will still benefit.) And all the while, they’ll also enjoy knowing they are not contributing to toasting our planet.

Because it made so much sense, the initiative moved ahead quickly, with a unanimous vote by the Gainesville City Commission.47

Other cases of speedy takeoff in response to new rules?

Partly in response to the state’s rebate incentives, the number of California’s solar-powered rooftop installations grew from 500 to 50,000—that’s one hundredfold—in the last decade alone. Ten states doubled their rooftop solar capacity in just one year, 2008.48

Another sign of people’s willingness—even eagerness?—for structures guiding and amplifying their action is the response to a 2005 campaign by former Seattle mayor Greg Nickels. Frustrated by the Kyoto Protocol–resistant Bush administration, he began reaching out to other mayors to entice them to pledge to greenhouse gas emissions reductions faithful to the protocol. Nickels hoped that, maybe, he could bring 141 cities on board—his magic number because it is how many countries had signed on to Kyoto.

But six years out, over 1,000 mayors from the fifty states, the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico have signed on to the Mayor’s Climate Protection Agreement.49

After Supervisor Ross Mirkarimi in San Francisco sponsored a 2008 bill banning plastic bags from supermarkets and drug stores, he got calls from city officials all over the country wanting to follow suit. Mirkarimi exclaimed, “I think we ignited a wildfire of common sense!”50

It happens.




RULES THAT WORK 

In our society, it’s frequently assumed that in economic life government rules burden businesses, which then pass on their costs to us. So rules may be necessary, but they are expensive.

What this view skirts, first, is how expensive is the lack of rules. Recall the cost of mining and using coal in the United States: one-third of $1 trillion in environmental and social costs every year. Then imagine what government rules moving us away from coal could save us.

Some rules offer immediate savings.

New fuel-efficiency standards that went into effect in 2010 will save us a bundle. Saving starts immediately, and assuming gas at $4 a gallon, in  ten years consumers will be saving $58 billion annually, nearly $200 for every US man, woman, and child.51

Or think of what Filipinos are saving because their country put in place a no-incandescents rule. In 2008, with help from the Asian Development Bank, the Philippine government gave out 13 million compact florescent lightbulbs for free and then phased in, over two years, a ban on incandescents. The move is cutting household lighting costs by as much as 80 percent, while reducing greenhouse gas emissions.52

To further free ourselves from the dangerous assumption that rules hinder and restrict progress within the drip, drip, drip of antigovernment rhetoric over thirty years—recently becoming a Tea Party torrent—it helps simply to remind ourselves of the wide benefits we experience today because of public rules put in place over this same period.

From California to Massachusetts, here are just two vivid examples touching me personally.

In 1982, a pretty simple rule changed the way the Public Utility Commission of California rewarded power companies: They were allowed to keep as extra profit part of whatever it saved its customers. Soon the companies began investing hundreds of millions in efficiency. “It’s cheaper than building power plants,” said Arthur Rosenfeld, former member of the California Energy Commission.53

People’s energy bills fell significantly, and utility shareholders enjoyed greater dividends.54 Now, a handful of states, including Vermont, Idaho, New York, and Hawaii, have followed suit.55 The approach is likely one reason California’s per person use of electricity has hardly changed in a quarter century and is about 60 percent of the national average, while its greenhouse gas emissions are roughly half the national average.56

Long before this shift, when I was a kid in the 1950s visiting my Aunt Vivienne in Los Angeles, my eyes would burn from the smog. But in the early 1970s, the Clean Air Act and state measures kicked in, and by 1996 Los Angeles had cut by 94 percent the days each year that air exceeded the “Stage 1” smog alert level compared to 1975.57

Now, living in Boston and driving along the Charles River, I am continually reminded of the powerful role that public rules, along with determined citizens, can have in rescuing nature’s gifts. By the mid-1960s,  the picturesque river was in sad shape. Sewage from outdated wastewater treatment plants flowed into it, along with industrial toxins that turned its water pink and orange. As the river became known for fish kills, dumped cars, and bad odors, no one dared swim in the Charles or eat its fish.

But a citizens’ watershed protection group jumped in to save the river, using the 1972 Clean Water Act to give it clout. This led to new wastewater plants and strict limits on industrial discharge. State rules and public works helped, too, including big sewer improvements that greatly cut raw sewage. In 1995, the Environmental Protection Agency prioritized making the Charles safe. Today, the river is swimmable much of the year.58

These are very specific examples of human-made rules effectively confronting flagrant disregard of nature’s rules. Unfortunately, however, given the extent of private influence in Washington, what I call our “privately held government” is often blocked from preventing violations of even the most critical of such laws: The New York Times reported in mid-2009 that polluters have committed more than half a million violations of the Clean Water Act since 2004.59

But even when enforced, such case-by-case efforts that limit harm can only take us so far.




COMMONS CARE 

Although dramatically improving our lives, the Clean Air and Clean Water acts are nonetheless reactive. To protect what we love, we can dig deeper. We can dig to the underlying ground rules that shape our behavior and economic life more broadly. As we strive for a truly publicly held government, accountable to us, we can work to avoid harm, not just limit it.

One approach is the framework I think of as “care for the commons”—those precious, indivisible goods such as air, water, soil, forests, oceans, and diverse species that we inherit, share, and yearn to pass on unharmed or enriched to our children.

When as a young woman I first began thinking about the “big questions,” the whole idea of the “commons” had just been slammed. A framing metaphor capturing a lot of imaginations at the time was the  “tragedy of the commons,” the title of a 1968 Science Magazine article by Dr. Garrett Hardin. What stuck was the idea that, because each of us is motivated to pursue our immediate self-interest, anything held “in common” gets trashed—even though the effect is to mess the whole thing up for everybody.

The idea grabbed people, I think, because it fit into the bigger frame that “humans hate rules,” including rules that could protect the commons from precisely this tragedy. But Hardin’s metaphor, however memorable, is mistaken. Sure, instances abound of exactly the behavior he spoke to—like today’s massive ocean overfishing. But the classic “commons”—grazing animals in seventeenth-century England, for example—generally worked well, as do many modern examples. In Törbel, Switzerland, communally owned grazing meadows, forests, irrigation systems, and roads all function well and have for at least five centuries.60

Then, history in our thinking about the commons was made again: More than forty years after Hardin’s powerful metaphor, Dr. Elinor Ostrom received a Nobel Prize in economics for showing the conditions under which commons do work: when participants make and enforce fair rules for their use. Certainly, we know that a commons fails—as global climate chaos proves—when power imbalances are so extreme that it’s not possible to hold each other accountable. Part of the problem is that when a small minority is in control, the rest of us can feel “off the hook” and fail at the basic human task of protecting what we love. (A great place to keep learning about the commons is at OntheCommons.org.)

We come to value what we share as much as what we own, what keeps us alive as much as what we exchange.



The point of commons care is to prevent harm before it occurs. And an eco-mind can help, shifting our way of seeing from the dominant way of thinking about solutions—doing less harm to something outside of us—to that of alignment within our ecological home. We come to see natural treasures no longer as merely divisible property but as gifts protected by boundaries we create and honor, knowing that all life depends on their integrity.

In this shift, we come to value what we share as much as what we own, what keeps us alive as much as what we exchange.


Saving the sea 

Internationally, an example of a potentially useful framework of rules for commons care is the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea, covering everything from navigational rights to conservation and management of marine resources, with disputes settled through binding arbitration by the International Court of Justice.61 Since 1994, 161 nations have ratified it, but not the US. We’re the only holdout among industrial countries. Joining us are Iran, North Korea, Cambodia, Libya, and a handful of countries.62

But as ocean champion Dr. Sylvia Earle reminds us, even with the treaty, almost two-thirds of the ocean is beyond the claims of various countries and remains a “great blue free-for-all.”63 Clearly, the treaty’s effectiveness isn’t impressive.

So far.

But more and more of us understand that typing up rules on pieces of paper can’t get us there; we need the active support and “buy-in” of people everywhere. That buy-in may become easier as more of us see the cost of inaction mounting, with massive assaults on ocean health having wiped out 90 percent of large predator fish and damaged vital coral as well as phytoplankton. The latter aren’t exactly a household term—yet—but these microscopic plants form the basis of the entire oceanic food chain, perform half the earth’s photosynthesis, and therefore provide the earth half of its oxygen.64

We can urge Congress not to allow a handful of opponents in Congress to block ratification of the convention. After all, the second Bush administration called ratification “urgent.”65

Humanity has brought about 12 percent of the world’s land area under common protection but less than about 1 percent of our oceans.66 This might change once the fact sinks in for more of us that phytoplankton, like forests, are essential carbon absorbers in our fight against climate change.67 A sign? In 2010, Canada made history in creating the world’s first conservation reserve that reaches from mountaintop to ocean floor—over 2,200 square miles that include part of coastal British Columbia so rich in life it’s dubbed the “Galapagos of the North.”68


Forest guardians experience immediate gain 

Back on land, new forest commons are emerging too.

In Ecuador, for decades indigenous people have fought to keep oil companies from despoiling rain forests there. And in 2010 they finally won. The UN Environment Program and the government of Ecuador signed a first-in-the-world agreement to keep oil reserves untouched forever beneath the Yasuni National Park—a rain forest that’s almost the size of Connecticut. In exchange, the world’s nations—because we’ll all benefit—are establishing a $3.6 billion trust, to be forfeited if the oil is ever drilled. Ecuador gets to use the interest earned, about 7 percent, or $252 million each year, for conservation and green energy, as well as for health and educational programs benefiting the indigenous people.69

So, if you’re one who doubts human capacity to think long term, as any commons requires, let this sink in: In a poll before the Yasuni deal was settled, three-fourths of Ecuadorans opposed oil drilling, effectively relinquishing a near-term financial gain of $7.2 billion in revenue.70 Recall, also, Costa Rica’s similar choice not to exploit its oil.

Preserving all the world’s rain forests would cost about 0.1 percent of the value lost in the 2008 stock market collapse, an environmental advisor to Prince Charles has calculated.71 72

Seems doable to me.

Rules for commons care involve a lot more than big-time treaties and reserves.

In India, for example, it’s what neighbors take on together. Since the 1990s, villagers have been cooperating to ensure their forests’ regrowth. Today about 10 million rural households take part in roughly 100,000 “forest-management groups.” Each creates and enforces rules to prevent overuse of nearby woodlands. Motivation is high, especially for women, because firewood still provides three-fourths of the energy they use for cooking. So, groups with a larger proportion of women—a quarter or more—“have done particularly well in improving forest condition,” reports economist and environmentalist Dr. Bina Agarwal.

The forest-management groups, working in collaboration with the Indian government, cover a fifth of India’s forests, and they’re likely a reason  that India is one of the few countries in the world to enjoy an increase in forest cover since 2005.73

On the other side of the globe, Costa Rica fosters commons care with another strategy: rules rewarding landowners who maintain forests, which both absorb carbon and protect the watershed for the benefit of fisherpeople and farmers. In 1997, the country created another rule, a carbon tax of 3.5 percent on fossil fuels, and began using the income to pay these forest protectors—now numbering about 7,000. Another rule, a water tax on big users, like hydroelectric dams, farms, and suppliers of drinking water, goes to pay villagers for keeping rivers clean.

Besides being “a major source of income for poor people,” the approach “has also enabled Costa Rica to actually reverse deforestation,” says Carlos M. Rodríguez, the country’s former environment minister.74 In the midtwentieth century, Costa Rica’s rate of deforestation was among the worst in Latin America. But just since the 1990s, its forests have spread at an amazing speed, from only covering a fifth to now covering half the country.


The rights of nature inseparable from human well-being 

Digging even deeper, consider another Latin American country’s bold step in 2008 to redefine its relationship to the natural world. Ecuador became the first nation to affirm in its constitution that “la naturaleza también tiene derechos”—that nature has rights too. Indigenous Ecuadorians helped to craft the new constitution, which allows citizens to bring legal cases on behalf of the natural world.75

Then, in 2009 Bolivian president Evo Morales called on the UN General Assembly to develop a Universal Declaration of the Rights of Mother Earth. And in 2010, almost 70 percent of Kenyan voters approved a new constitution that recognizes the right of every person “to a clean and healthy environment, which includes the right . . . to have the environment protected for the benefit of present and future generations.”76

Here at home, but unbeknownst to most Americans, more than twenty US communities have conferred legal rights on nature.77


“Future Justice” incorporates the well-being of life still to come 

As part of this global movement for commons care, three years ago, Hungarian environmental lawyer Sándor Fülöp, fifty, became the country’s—and the  world’s—first parliamentary commissioner for future generations. He serves as environmental ombudsman for the environment, the legal representative of generations to come. In this role, his office has weighed in on big legislative matters ranging from dangers posed to residents by a proposed military radar station to a threat to historic vineyards from an oversized biomass plant. Fülöp has been happily surprised by the support his new office has gotten from other branches of government. One observer credits his success to his ability to engage with all the stakeholders involved.

In New Zealand, the parliamentary commissioner for the environment—empowered to “investigate and report on any matter where the environment may be, or has been, adversely affected”—is known as the “Guardian of the Long View.”78

Simultaneously, the Hamburg-based World Future Council, of which I’m a member, has put forth the concept of “Future Justice”—adding to the world’s jurisprudence a legal obligation to those who follow us.79 The council is creating tools for identifying policies most damaging for future generations and also loopholes in current laws that can be closed to protect them. It will also shine the light on exemplary rules and policies—in part via a Future Policy Award—that safeguard life for those to come.

Might these historic shifts portend humans’ diminishing sense of separateness from nature? It’s true that many US environmental laws, like the Clean Air Act, consider nature as mere property, in effect legalizing environmental harm by establishing permissible levels of pollution and destruction. But, in giving nature legal standing, we move from trying to effect less damage toward a different relationship with nature altogether—a relationship of mutuality, not dominance.

A big leap, yes—but, again, recall that our own Declaration of Independence grounded our right to liberation from British rule in “the Laws of Nature.” So, if nature can confer rights on us, might we come to see the logic of acknowledging nature’s rights too?




REAL FREEDOM 

As long as we think of freedom as the absence of rules, we can’t know freedom, for we position ourselves outside of nature—including our very own. The question for humanity is not about more or fewer rules. It is  whether we can together create rules that serve life because they align with all we know about what makes us thrive. In part, that means envisioning economic life as just one dimension of an “ecology of democracy” in which rules keep the market open and fair, and the corporation returns to its original function in the service of community well-being.

We can then experience real freedom: not freedom from rules but freedom with power—freedom to participate in creating rules that promote life.

THOUGHT LEAP 5

The nature of nature is rules, and humans love rules that enhance our sense of belonging and give our lives structure, shape, and meaning. They work and take off fast when people feel engaged in shaping them, and they make sense to us. Knowing all this, we can go beyond rules that limit harm and establish ground rules that avoid harm to begin with.

All that I’ve argued here depends on our species being able to experience itself as connected with, and part of, the natural world. But some people understandably fear it’s too late to reawaken those feelings.







thought trap 6:

HUMANS HAVE LOST THE CONNECTION TO NATURE

Now thoroughly urbanized and technology-addicted, 
we’ve become so disconnected from nature that it’s pretty hopeless 
to think most people could ever become real environmentalists.

 

 

 

IT CAN CERTAINLY FEEL THIS WAY. AFTER ALL, HUMANITY DID TURN A BIG corner in 2008. As of that year, the United Nations says, more than half of us now live in cities.1 In the UK, the typical eight-year-old is better at recognizing Pokémon characters than common wildlife.2 And I heard recently of a teacher whose grade-school students believed buffalo wings come from, yes, buffalos with wings!

Now only 6 percent of American children nine to thirteen years old play outside unsupervised with other children as they have from time immemorial. “I like to play indoors better, because that’s where all the electrical outlets are,” a fifth grader told Richard Louv, author of Last Child in the Woods.3 And I myself realized I had to change the cricket  ringtone on my iPhone lest my Manhattan-bred granddaughter, who at three may not yet have heard a real cricket, someday encounter the sound and begin scouring the grass for someone’s lost phone.

Given these huge changes, maybe it’s too much to expect people to feel themselves truly part of nature, sharing one fate, and therefore naturally eager to reverse the human assault on nature.

But wait. What if we just can’t help it?

Whether we consciously feel connected or not, human beings have been soft-wired over eons of evolution to love and respond to nature. There’s even a fancy term for it—biophilia—first used by Erich Fromm but expanded by famed Harvard biologist E. O. Wilson to describe the connections that human beings subconsciously seek with the rest of life.4 A few urbanized decades and technology immersion can’t knock it out of us.

Because of our innate connection, almost any exposure to nature, studies show, seems to do great things for us—benefiting our health in many ways, including helping us to recover from stress and to concentrate and think more clearly. And what’s dawning on more and more urbanites, as well as planners and developers, is that city living doesn’t have to break this natural connection.

Most obvious is the enticement of the garden. Roughly a third of American households—41 million—gardened in 2009, up about 14 percent in just a year.5

There are now roughly 18,000 community gardens in the US and Canada, including those on otherwise vacant lots and land in public housing projects.6 And all of these little plots add up. By one calculation, between 15 and 20 percent of food produced in the world is grown by 800 million urban and peri-urban farmers and gardeners in cities from Havana to Kampala.7

Sometimes the connection with nature comes as a big surprise to people. “You mean, all this time I have been hungry and have sometimes had to go without food, and now I find out food grows in the ground?” asked a resident in the garden at Interfaith House in Chicago.8

It’s also worth noting that the United Nations estimate with which I began—that now more than half of us are urbanites—may overstate our  distance from the natural world. Typically counted as “urban” is any population of 2,000 or more; yet, when I lived in a Vermont town of 5,000, I was surrounded by hundreds of forested acres, and my life felt deliciously rural. So, most of humanity still has wide access to nature.




SOFT-WIRED CONNECTION: THE PROOF IS IN 

Now, let these findings assuage remaining fears that humans have lost an innate connection to the earth:

Just a view of a park or greenery from home has a positive effect on the cognitive functioning of children.9

The same findings hold in the workplace. “Over long periods people working in rooms with windows have fewer illnesses, feel less frustrated and more patient, and express greater enthusiasm for work.” 10

Before and after showing subjects three hundred photos of urban and rural scenes, University of Essex researchers put them on a treadmill. In subjects who had viewed pleasant rural scenes, they discovered, blood pressure fell significantly, while it climbed in those who’d seen the unpleasant urban photos.11

And when we’re ill, nature helps us heal: Two groups of patients had the same surgery in a 1984 study at a suburban Philadelphia hospital but experienced very different outcomes. The difference depended on whether their rooms looked out on a brown brick wall or a stand of deciduous trees. Following their surgeries, patients who had the tree view experienced shorter stays (nearly one full day on average) and needed less pain medication. Their moods were better, and they suffered fewer minor complications.12

Benefits to patients occur even if nature is reduced to a recording or painting. In a Johns Hopkins Hospital study, one group spent the hours before surgery listening to recordings of birdsong and a babbling brook. They could also look at a large landscape picture. The control group had no picture or sounds. The “nature” group reported significantly better pain management than the control group.13

In the Netherlands, 1,000 farms are revealing the healing power of growing food. On these “care farms,” farmers are paid to incorporate into  the workforce people suffering from mental illness and addictions, as well as young people who’ve been dismissed from regular schools. The results are impressive—as significantly fewer of these folks later need social-services help. Farmers benefit too, reporting that they love sharing their passion for farming, feel less isolated, and enjoy the “meaning brought to their lives through delivering care.”14

Living near a park or other green space boosts health and encourages health-related behavior so much that UK scientists calculated that the health gap between rich and poor might be cut by half through exposure to green spaces.15

In general, “evidence suggests that children and adults benefit so much from contact with nature that land conservation can now be viewed as a public health strategy,” argue environmental health advocates Howard Frumkin and Richard Louv.16 We might “prevent or treat illness,” Frumkin suggests, “by prescribing gardening or pet ownership or vacations in beautiful places.” 17

Now that’s health-care reform!

And doctors are catching on. In Santa Fe, New Mexico, doctors are combating runaway diabetes by distributing trail guides to patients in a program called “Prescription Trails.”18




HUMANS MEET NATURE, EVEN IN CITY CENTERS 

We may not be able to turn the city into a Garden of Eden—which was, it’s useful to note, organic, with a wild diversity of plant life—but urban dwellers are discovering ingenious ways to meet their inborn need to connect with nature.

Few would have guessed Chicago would take the lead. Since 2001, its city hall boasts a garden roof with 150 plant varieties covering a full city block. The garden’s insulating effect saves the city $5,000 a year on utility bills. 19 Green-roofed city buildings are sprouting from Seattle to Austin, and this movement is global. Atop São Paulo’s city hall is a lush garden. In New York City, as in cities across the globe, rooftop gardens grow not only decorative plants but also food, offering fresh produce for individuals, restaurants, and even schools.20

And for many, it’s food, glorious food, that awakens a whole new awareness of our connection with earth.

It sure worked for me.

Today, more and more eaters are joining this revolution of the senses, becoming producers themselves. Not only are urban dwellers increasingly growing at least some of their own food—adding to the 800 million of us worldwide—but novel partnerships are forming.

At the Milk and Honey Café in Philadelphia, owner Annie Baum-Stein took the worldwide decline of bee colonies to heart and in the spring of 2010 asked her neighbors and customers if they’d like to be part of her summertime “host a hive” program. Thirty-five people responded, and Annie began with seven new homes for bees—three rooftops (including the store’s) and four backyards. All the hives were successful—but they brought some surprises, too: The taste of honey from the store’s roof and honey from just four blocks away turned out to be delightfully different.

And in one host family, young kids created a PowerPoint about their hive to share at school. They “sent me pictures of the presentation,” Annie said, “that brought me to tears of pride.” Annie’s now planning to continue “host a hive.”21

Connecting eaters and growers on a grander scale is community-supported agriculture (CSA), taking off in less than three decades. From a single CSA farm in Massachusetts in 1986, now over 4,000 dot the country.22 The model is simple: Farmers sell “shares,” collected before the growing season from future eaters of their crops. They then don’t have to take out interest-laden loans, and eaters are assured great food during harvest season.

Madison, Wisconsin, may be the CSA capital of the country, with nearly forty-six such farms nearby. A favorite memory is visiting Vermont Valley Community Farm CSA just outside Madison with my daughter, Anna. We arrived on a Sunday afternoon to discover a pesto-making party under way. In a huge barn, member families were busily blending freshly picked basil and garlic with olive oil. The memory of the mouthwatering aroma of their creations is still with me.

For me, part of the brilliance of the CSA model is that it embodies “mutual accountability” so critical to the broader positive social and  environmental transformation under way. It is one of the three conditions I posit throughout this book as essential to progress: We stop simply blaming, we drop victimhood, and we step up together as co–problem solvers. In a CSA, eaters share the inherent risk in farming with the producer.

In my family’s CSA, Waltham Fields Community Farm near Boston, we love the pick-your-own moments when we get to search for the very best strawberries or tomatoes. Picnicking Saturdays at tables near the fields, we delight in watching the little kids, including four-year-old Ben (remember the shopping-cart commander in Thought 4?) wander the rows. The children seem to connect with the earth immediately. Recently, my son, Anthony, told me about his family’s visit to Red Hook Farm in Brooklyn, where three-year-old Josie went right for the earthworms and was enthralled. And Ben? He announced that for Halloween he is going to be a farmer!

Farmers’ markets are taking off across the Western world. In the UK their earnings more than doubled in two years. Here, too, the number is burgeoning, from under 2,000 in the early 1990s to over 6,000 in 2010.23 People seem to love not just the high-quality produce but also the conviviality the markets bring out: Shoppers engage in ten times more chatting at farmers’ markets than they do in supermarkets, sociologists tell us.24

Local Harvest, a national good-food group, offers a nifty website to make it easy to find a CSA, a farmers’ market, or a community garden nearby.25

Whole towns are getting into the food act.

Two hundred miles northwest of London is Todmorten, which a few years ago tagged itself “The Incredible Edible Todmorten,” and appropriately so, for not only does food now grow around its pubs, but raspberries and apple trees adorn the local health center grounds, and the train platform is garnished with mint and rosemary. Even the town’s Victorian cemetery grows onions and strawberries. Posted around town are maps showing twenty-six public gardens where anyone can harvest ingredients to take home for dinner.

This burst of gardening passion in England is a nationwide affair, with a 700 percent increase over twelve years in the waiting list for space at  community gardens. So a “land-share” website, now with over 40,000 users, serves as a nationwide matchmaker, linking the “land-but-no-time” Britons with those eager to get their hands in the dirt. And London’s mayor pledged two years ago to create 2,012 new vegetable patches across the city by 2012.26

Some fear that this food revolution can only recruit from the better off, since too many low-income neighborhoods have become “food deserts”—deserted by all but convenience stores. Yet, striking energy and creativity is coming from folks hurting the most.

Take Oakland, California, where the poverty rate is 50 percent above that of the nation as a whole. A budding Food Policy Council—coordinator of innovations to make good food available to all—used GPS and aerial photos to help locate about 1,200 acres of urban open space, including over 750 publicly owned tax parcels. Most are near public transportation and schools. Organizers figure that the plots potentially could provide as much as 10 percent of Oakland’s vegetable needs. Plus, urban agriculture, they note, offers jobs, green space, and educational opportunities as it contributes to public health and safety.27

In Indianapolis, the city Office of Sustainability—does your town have one yet?—has come up with a unique idea for reaping these benefits and helping solve another problem: property tax revenue lost when our economy tanked and residents had to abandon homes so dilapidated they had to be demolished. In 2010 the city began offering eighty-five plots to citizens for free, if takers commit to farm them for five years. The idea is that entrepreneurs—seven got started in the first summer—will produce food for their families or sell to restaurants and at farmers’ markets .28

And Detroit, seen as down for the count by so many, has vast potential to experience a food-led turnaround. Recently, University of Michigan scholars documented that, by growing food on half the land that’s now vacant and publicly owned, Detroit could produce 40 percent of the fresh, nontropical fruit, as well as two-thirds of the fresh vegetables, now consumed. And that’s assuming low productivity. With high productivity, this land could meet the same share of the city’s considerably higher recommended consumption of fruits and vegetables .29

Any city could try it.




RETRIEVING LIVES THROUGH THE LAND 

Growing Home, a social enterprise in Englewood on Chicago’s struggling South Side, offers homeless, low-income people and ex-offenders (about 90 percent have been incarcerated) work in one of its three organic farms to gain skills and reenter the workforce.

The farms also produce healthy, organic food for the neighborhood and for top restaurants and farmers’ markets as well.

Growing Home’s executive director, Harry Rhodes, explains why the approach works: “Getting your hands dirty, planting, watching things grow and harvesting crops is very self-affirming. ”30 Two-thirds of the folks who go through the seven-month program, covering farming basics to marketing skills to personal finances, get full-time jobs or pursue further job training. Nearly 90 percent are able to rent an apartment of their own or find other stable housing.31

Growing Home is showing how urban farming can change not only individuals but communities. Its Wood Street Urban Farm led to the founding of the Englewood Farmers Market, connected to an active neighborhood committee that’s increasing awareness of fresh food and healthy eating. The next big step happened in early 2010: a Greater Englewood Urban Agriculture Task Force was born and has met monthly ever since. Over eighty stakeholders take part, from aldermen and city officials to urban-farm activists and small-business people, along with academics and potential funders.

“Our goal task is to turn Englewood from a ‘food desert’ to a ‘food destination,’” Harry told me. That means thinking big for Englewood: expanding from a handful to a large number of urban farms; providing training to prepare farmers to run their own farm businesses; and helping birth new farm and food-related businesses in Englewood.

On the northwest side of Milwaukee, not far from the city’s largest public housing project, is the heart of an even bigger food enterprise started in 1993 by six-foot, seven-inch former basketball player Will Allen. Called Growing Power, each year it produces healthy food—from duck to collards, from herbs to perch—that benefits thousands of area residents through schools, restaurants, co-ops, a farm store, and farmers’ markets, as well as  through low-cost CSA food baskets delivered throughout the neighborhood.

From its original two-acre site, Growing Power now works ten additional urban farms employing forty people with help from over 2,000 volunteers a year, including a lot of young people. Combined, these green oases grew enough food in 2009 to feed over 10,000 people.32

Growing Power has a really big goal: to “grow food, to grow minds, and to grow community.” On any given day there, you can learn the ins and outs of composting, participate in a “From the Ground Up” workshop to learn how to develop and run food initiatives in your own community, or, if you’re a young person, take part in trainings that range from agricultural basics to leadership and entrepreneurial skills.

On its initial two-acre site in Milwaukee, Growing Power packs in fourteen greenhouses, where herbs and vegetables grow almost up to the ceiling. Out back are pens full of chickens, goats, ducks, turkeys, and beehives.

Plus, an ingenious symbiotic system annually raises 10,000 tilapia and perch. Water is pumped upward for sprouts growing above a long tank. The sprouts’ dirt and gravel filter the water, which trickles down, pure and aerated, to the fish.33

With big help from 250,000 worms, Growing Power each year also turns 12 million pounds of spoiled food, which otherwise would have rotted in city landfills, into rich compost and produces more than 10 million pounds of new soil. It’s sold for income and also nourishes the soil on Growing Power’s nearby forty-acre farm and in gardens throughout the city.34

“I am a farmer first, and I love to grow food for people,” Allen says in a New York Times profile.35 “But it’s also about growing power.” It all adds up to more than a movement, he says: It’s a “good food revolution” that is truly multicultural. People of color and immigrants, some who used to look at gardening as slaves’ work, he notes, are reconnecting with their natural environment to grow the power of their communities.36




“TEACH THEM TO LONG FOR THE ENDLESS IMMENSITY” 

“If you want to build a ship, don’t drum up people together to collect wood,” French writer Antoine de Saint-Exupéry advised, “and don’t assign  them tasks and work, but rather teach them to long for the endless immensity of the sea.”37

Many people are taking to heart Saint-Exupéry’s insight, asking how to do more than “teach children about the environment” and, rather, instill in them a longing for nature’s “endless immensity.”

School gardens, in which kids plant, tend, harvest, and in some cases prepare the food, are catching on. California’s goal is one in every school; already, a garden is part of roughly a third of the state’s 9,000 plus schools.38 My daughter, Anna, and I visited one in Berkeley where hay bales were interwoven with the rows of tomatoes, squash, and kale to make an outdoor classroom. We laughed in amazement when the teacher defended the choice of kale as one of the starter plants for kids to plant, cook, and serve. We assumed kale would be their last choice, but as part of a bruschetta dish the children were making, they loved it.

California may be the leader—certainly it’s got a climate advantage compared to many states—but others across the country are making gardening part of schooling.

Richard Louv’s 2005 bestseller Last Child in the Woods awakened many people to what he calls our “nature-deficit disorder.” Since then he’s launched a back-to-nature movement drawing on numerous studies showing that play in a natural setting increases children’s motivation and problem-solving and cognitive abilities (generating a 27 percent increase in mastery of science concepts alone).39 Children demonstrate more selfcontrol and experience less stress, along with less attention-deficit disorder and obesity.40

The movement, sometimes called “No Child Left Inside,” has caught fire in more than fifty regional and statewide campaigns. In 2008, the US House of Representatives passed the No Child Left Inside Act. If pushed forward and approved by the Senate, It would get environmental education back in the classroom—and by extension, kids back into the natural world.

Pressing forward with such initiatives, we can take heart from the story of our nation’s great conservationist Teddy Roosevelt, a privileged city kid who ended up saving over 234 million acres of America’s wilderness. It began when Roosevelt, a nearsighted child of twelve, was fitted with glasses and immediately fell in love with birds .41

And Teddy didn’t even have the benefit of programs such as the “forest schools” spreading across Europe .42 As part of a Forest Education Initiative in the UK, children spend entire days in the forest, helping to set the rules and exploring the forest together. In one exercise, five-year-olds are asked to collect items “that don’t belong”—that is, which are human-made—along with their favorite natural items. They construct mobiles with them and then talk together about their preferences. Most of the children find nature’s offerings the most appealing (though one lad preferred a discarded wrapper because he said it reminded him of his favorite “crisps”!).

Young people in the US and elsewhere are also taking the lead in “greening” their college campuses. As part of the Real Food Challenge, students ask their schools to pledge to ensure that 20 percent of campus food will be “real”—sustainable, fairly produced, and local—by 2020. The founders had hoped 200 schools would get on board in the first year, but they hit 329 instead.

As we think about and participate in these varied, life-changing initiatives emerging across our country and planet, let’s be sure not to frame them as “going back to nature.” “Going backward” is not what most humans find appealing, and the frame is false in any case, since we are never separate from nature.

Finally, to reinforce our confidence that a yearning for reconnection with nature is within most of us, let me share a story.

Recently, on a gorgeous day in the central Massachusetts town of Sturbridge, population 9,000, I learned about the Great Tomato Plant Giveaway and Gardeners’ Fair. Residents gathered on the town common last spring, where twenty booths introduced them to the joy of growing, and children planted their own scarlet runner beans.

But here’s what amazed me: Four hundred participants stood patiently in line, some for at least an hour, to get their free tomato seedlings—including heirloom varieties Purple Prudence and Brandywine—along with simple growing instructions. Organizer Ellen Duzak told me that someone asked how many years it would take to grow the first tomato crop. Yes, we can chuckle at how little most of us know about growing food, but we can also marvel at the strength of the desire tapped through this simple community event.

Thus, with mounting evidence that our bodies are designed to respond to the natural world and with ingenious strategies popping up, let’s assume that humans can recall our natural bond with nature. And with that confidence, let’s quicken the pace, as climate disruption insistently reminds us of the consequences of our forgetting.

THOUGHT LEAP 6

We can count on one thing for sure: Humans evolved to love nature. So city dwellers, too, can and are rediscovering that natural connection, finding that it enhances our health, learning, and fun. As we reconnect with nature in all these ways and more, it’s likely that support for public action to heal the natural world will grow too.







thought trap 7:

IT’S TOO LATE!

It’s too late! Human beings have so far overshot what 
nature can handle that we’re beyond the point of no return. 
Democracy has failed—it’s taking way too long to face the crisis. 
And because big corporations hold so much power, real democracy, 
answering to us and able to take decisive action, is a pipe dream.

 

 

 

“TRYING TO SAVE THE PLANET IS JUST A LOT OF NONSENSE . . . because we can’t do it,” says ninety-two-year-old Professor James Lovelock, known for his “Gaia hypothesis” that the biosphere is a single living organism.1 Ross Gelbspan, acclaimed author of Boiling Point, tells us that “we have failed to meet nature’s deadline” and warns, “The environmental establishment continues to peddle the notion that we can solve the climate problem. We can’t.” Even if humanity tomorrow were to reject oil and coal, “it would still be too late to avert major climate disruptions,” he argues. Sea level is rising twice as fast as predicted, and drought is already killing crops. Famine, disease, displacement—all are certain, he says.2

Much more often I hear, simply, “Yep, game’s over. We’re f—ked.”

To those declaring our species’ near-future demise, I find myself wanting to shout, Wait a minute!

Half the world is getting by right now on a daily sum equal to the price of a single American latte—or less. About 1 billion of us lack the food and water we need.3 In the Global North, millions are struggling and stressed as well. Even before the Great Recession, it was estimated that almost 60 percent of Americans will live in poverty for at least a year during their adult lives.4 In short, catastrophe is already the daily experience of huge numbers.

So here’s my question: Too late for what?

I agree with Gelbspan that it is too late to prevent massive change in the climate we humans have taken for granted for thousands of years. Erratic, extreme, and destructive weather is already with us. It is too late to prevent suffering. Terrible suffering is already with us.

But it is not too late for life.

Life loves life. Life strives to “create the conditions conducive to life,” says “biomimicry” champion Janine Benyus.5 That’s just what we do. In other words, the very essence of life, including the version we call human—creatures who yearn to make their mark in the world—isn’t changed by climate chaos. It is not too late to be ourselves. In fact, for our species, with its passion for shared action toward common ends, maybe now is the time to be alive.

When facing staggering setbacks—from the Black Death of the fourteenth century to world wars killing nearly 100 million people in the twentieth—most human beings don’t end up ruing life. What makes us miserable isn’t a big challenge. It’s feeling futile, alone, confused, discounted—in a word, powerless. By contrast, those confronting daunting obstacles, but joined with others in common purpose, have to me often seemed to be the most alive.

So it’s not too late to take in today’s explosion of learning about our own nature and about the nature of our earth and then to team up for a momentous passage to a world more aligned with our learning and with our deepest needs.

Neither is it too late to learn how to grieve our losses—to grieve, for example, the daily demise of entire species, most of which we’ve pushed out before we’ve even met them. Grieving is critical to staying alive.

So, we can stop worrying about whether it’s too late—what a waste—and get on with the only thing we really should wonder about, even obsess over:

What’s keeping more of us from jumping into action? What’s preventing us from being ourselves?

Especially now that, with an eco-mind able to see our connectedness, we know that our actions do matter—virtually every single one of them—and they will determine not just the extent of the loss that our own and other species will experience but our chances of evolving ways of living together vastly more satisfying than those we know today.

So what is stopping us?

I’ve argued throughout that we’ve allowed a set of false but potent ideas to tie our hands, to make us believe that we are powerless. I fear that just beneath the “it’s-too-late” lament—now rising in volume—lies a paralyzing despair fueled both by ideas and, in this case, a lack of them. True, I’ve challenged the premise of lack at every turn, but there is one lack we do have to worry about: Clinging to a failing idea of democracy, we lack a vision of a practical and powerful process bringing us together as the problem solvers we yearn to be.

A huge blind spot.

So, the “it’s-too-late” thought trap is, for me, less about a trap and more about a deficit—a deficit of imagination. Whether and how we erase it will determine, more than anything else, the shape of life to come.




THE MOST WORRISOME DEFICIT 

We in the US, along with many others worldwide, seem to be suffering from what linguists call “hypocognition,” the absence of a key concept a society needs to thrive. In our case, it’s a missing concept of democracy effectively aligned with our real nature—the good, the bad, and the ugly; a democracy able to bring out the best in us and to protect us from the worst in us.

Collectively, we in the US have grown up with a dangerous notion of democracy as something, a fixed structure we’ve inherited—something done to us or for us. This understanding of democracy is so mal-aligned that it brings out the worst in us, while blocking expression of the best.

Given the shortcomings of what we’ve been calling democracy, some people I’ve long admired for their deep commitment to addressing our global crises seem ready to give up on it. They may not share the Far Right or Libertarian perspective that virtually all government is bad. But they see the US government, ensnared in a lobbyist’s cage, as incorrigible. A hopeless cause. Some, like, acclaimed psychologist and author Daniel Goleman in Ecological Intelligence, seem to discount the role of government altogether in greening our economy, suggesting that with more knowledge of the impact of our shopping choices, our green purchases almost single-handedly could mold a sustainable economy. Such a narrow focus on our potential power as shoppers feels rooted in resignation to our meager power as citizens.6

Not long ago, when I was discussing the global crises with a small group of allies, one confessed that for him, China, totalitarian though it is, has an advantage when it comes to facing climate change. It can mandate solutions from the top.

I cringed.

My friend failed to note that China ranks way down the list in the Environmental Performance Index, at 121 compared to the US at 61, and China is still investing heavily in dirty energy, including one new coal plant a week.7 But author and columnist Thomas Friedman laments that China seems to be moving faster toward a green economy than the United States.8 Already, the world’s leader in wind energy, China’s plans to double its capacity in only five years.9

And my response to China’s positive steps?

It’s not to condone totalitarianism, which is profoundly mal-aligned with deep human needs. It is first to acknowledge that even in totalitarian China, where workers’ wages as a share of GDP are falling fast, pressure from everyday people can matter. The World Resources Institute’s Deborah Seligsohn notes that on the environment, decisions in China are not “purely top-down.... Everyone who comes here feels the bottom-up ferment.” She adds that “the environmental ministry has actually used public opinion very, very effectively to support its role.” The minister realizes “the public really cares about the environment.” 10

My second response is horror at the obstacle our thin version of democracy—what I call “privately held government”—poses to our progress  here, driven as it is by private, not public, interest. And this is why I agree with Al Gore that “in order to solve the environmental crisis we have to solve the democracy crisis.”11 Even more emphatically for me, in so many ways the environmental crisis is the crisis of democracy.




WHY DEMOCRACY NOW 

What does it take, then, first to rethink democracy as a key to solutions and then to believe we’re capable of it?

When we get really frustrated with our struggle for genuine democracy and are impressed, like Friedman, with some steps top-down China is now taking, it helps to remind ourselves soberly of what we know for sure.

Over and over, change makers who believed they alone held the answers have consolidated power into their own hands, only to end up perpetrating humanity’s worst missteps. “Top-down” might look attractive till you think of where “I’m the decider” George W. Bush took us—to what could easily turn out to be a $3 trillion war in Iraq with thousands of American deaths and, according to the journal Lancet, hundreds of thousands of “excess Iraqi deaths as a consequence of the war.” 12

So, we can drop the dangerous idea that centralized power—derived from the mechanical command-and-control view of life—works. The early-2011 mass resistances to its failures in the Middle East are only the most recent reminders. Contrary to lessons drummed into us, concentrated power is often not resilient, efficient, or smart.

It’s fair to say that nature abhors monopoly.

—Jane Jacobs, 
The Nature of Economies, 
2001



And it’s not “natural.” Think about it: What really messes with a healthy ecosystem is its takeover by a single invasive species—think kudzu spreading in the American South—whose dominance undermines the give-and-take of a complex and dynamic balance among diverse species.

Aside from the horrors unleashed when power imbalances are extreme, top-down approaches are doomed to let us down for other reasons.

One is the very nature of today’s problems. They are complex, interrelated, and pervasive. They involve all of us. So answers require changes  in all of us. But humans don’t typically innovate by fiat. We change when we sense that something big and important depends on us and when we feel “ownership,” knowing our voices and actions count. Top-down strategies fail to tap citizens’ ingenuity, creativity, energy, experience, and diverse perspectives—everything we need right now more than ever.

Think of the Will Allens of the world, making urban landscapes edible and beautiful. Or of Jay Coen Gilbert coming up with a solution to the corporation’s narrow logic? Or of those gutsy Niger farmers greening millions of acres, once a shift of perception empowered them to embrace and improve traditional approaches.

There’s much more, though, to “why democracy now”—notwithstanding evidence from a range of countries revealing deep disillusionment with its failing forms.13 To deepen our passion, we can let go of the idea that because democracy is hard for us, it must be unnatural. From a range of disciplines, evidence I noted earlier is mounting that human beings have just the essential capacities needed for real democracy.

And even beyond our species: While animal-behavior experts used to think that it was the dominant leader who made decisions for the whole herd, they’re discovering that it doesn’t always work that way. For instance, red deer, native to Britain, move only when 60 percent of the adults stand up. Whooper swans of northern Europe “vote” by moving their heads, and African buffalo do so by the direction of the females’ gaze. Scientists also suggest that this sort of animal “democracy” may carry with it a real survival advantage.14

Looking at how humans perform in groups, a 2010 study reported in Science noted “converging evidence of a general collective intelligence factor.” In almost seven hundred subjects working in groups of three to five, researchers discovered that better performance on a range of tasks is not “strongly correlated” with the average or maximum intelligence of participants. What matters, it turns out, are three factors: how many females are in the group, the “average social sensitivity” of participants, and the degree of “equality” in taking turns during conversation.15

Here’s more evidence that as we genuinely listen to one another—what democracy is all about—we come up with better answers.

Also motivating for me is the realization that democracy is essential to keep wealth and its power widely dispersed, and economic inequality itself serves as an obstacle to our aligning with nature. For one, in unequal societies people feel less secure, and feelings of insecurity tend to drive us to focus more on the material—on purchases that can bolster self-esteem.

Plus, the more unequal societies are, with the US one of the world’s most extreme, the lower they typically rank in measures of social and physical health and the greater their rates of violence and incarceration.16 The recent global financial crisis was itself “driven by income inequality,” argue two economists with the International Monetary Fund.17 All these problems divert attention and resources away from the positive avenues to environmental wholeness celebrated throughout this book.

Thus, the cruel fact that two-thirds of US income gains between 2002 and 2007 went to the top 1 percent is, among other harms, a big environmental problem.18 So “environmental groups [are] realizing that they’ve got to get out of their green silos,” declares Naomi Klein, author of The Shock Doctrine, “and start engaging with economics.” 19 Precisely. We environmentalists can show how hard economic facts impact ecological well-being and fortify our passion for democracy by pointing to real-life evidence linking democracy and ecological thriving.




WHAT WORKS . . . WHAT DOESN’T 

Costa Rica pops up as a global green leader throughout this book. Yet its income inequality—while less than in most of Latin America—is high. So what lessons does Costa Rica hold?

You may have heard that Costa Rica is one of the few countries without a military. So, the answer must be that with no military expenses, more resources are free to serve environmental goals. But this answer only raises another question:

Why is Costa Rica different?

Over the last one hundred years or so, Costa Ricans have come to understand the citizen not as “an ideal aspiration” but as “a key actor in practical politics,” writes Professor Chalene Helmuth in Culture and Customs of Costa Rica.20

After its civil war ended in 1948, Costa Rica not only abolished the army but also passed universal suffrage and created the nonpartisan Supreme Electoral Tribunal to uphold the integrity of voter registration and election results. To overturn the tribunal’s advice requires a two-thirds vote by the legislative assembly.21 (Imagine if the US had been able to turn to such a tribunal in November 2000 to resolve our disputed presidential election.) The tribunal “has all but eradicated the incidence of fraud in Costa Rican elections,” writes Costa Rica scholar Charles Ameringer .22

Partial public financing of elections helps reduce the influence of rich supporters .23 And in 2009, the country passed an electoral code that strengthens public funding of elections. Unlike what’s now legal here by virtue of the 2010 Supreme Court decision unleashing corporate spending in elections, Costa Rica’s new code permits only real people, not corporate bodies, to spend money in election campaigns and requires full transparency.24

Costa Rica celebrates Election Day as a national holiday on May 8 every four years. All schools, businesses, and banks close, and all transportation is free, enabling voters to get to the polls. Every citizen over eighteen is able to vote. While voting is mandatory, no penalties are imposed on those who don’t—in recent years, about a third of those eligible. One blogger captured the spirit of Election Day this way: “Private cars are expected to stop when someone indicates they want a ride to a polling booth. . . . In practice most autos will stop for anyone who waves and asks for a ride.... After all, this is a fiesta!”25

One reason for the country’s comparatively stable and fair democracy is its economic journey. In the sixteenth century, when, like much of Latin America, Costa Rica was colonized by the Spanish, the countryside didn’t end up in big estates. Much of Costa Rica’s “agricultural production was carried out by thousands of independent farmers who owned the land on which they cultivated coffee,” writes Helmuth. So when the global coffee market boomed, they—not just the big plantations—benefitted. 26 In 2000, after steady decline over thirty years, Costa Rica enjoyed the lowest incidence of rural poverty among seventeen Latin American countries.27

Thus, it doesn’t surprise me that a country like Costa Rica ranks near the top worldwide in measures of environmental progress. In fact, the big picture view reveals a strong correlation between democratically accountable governments and environmental sanity. Iceland, Switzerland, Costa Rica, and Sweden rank as the top four “green” countries, according to the Environmental Performance Index. All have relatively vibrant political cultures and, with the exception of Switzerland, enjoy high voter turnout.28




AN ECOLOGY OF DEMOCRACY 

With courageous citizens in the Middle East, China, Myanmar, and beyond risking all for democracy, let’s not give up on ours.

Instead let’s acknowledge what’s more and more obvious: that our idea of democracy is just way too weak for the job. Then we can get on with the work of bringing to life an emergent, more powerful understanding of democracy that does work because it’s creating a context that reflects what is now clear about human nature: our capacity for cruelty when power is too concentrated, secrecy prevails, and scapegoating ensues, as well as—under the opposite conditions—our capacity for fairness and cooperation as we leave behind the status of whiners and blamers and share in power as doers and creators.

I call the latter “Living Democracy.” It is not simply a structure of government, so it can’t be achieved merely by ousting the remaining forty or so of the world’s autocrats. A constitutional form of government is only a beginning. Living Democracy is a way of life, a daily practice. It is not a set system, finished and done, but a set of system values—with inclusion, fairness, and mutual accountability among them—that infuse all dimensions of our common life.

Such an ecology of democracy sheds the useless, mechanical dichotomy in which much domestic political thinking has been stuck: a liberal tradition that sees the state as provider versus a conservative stance that believes we’re best left alone to pull for ourselves. One side focuses on the state, the other, on the market. An eco-mind can’t think this way: It sees connectedness in which solutions arise in relationships  of mutuality—where all participants are both givers and receivers, and all are held accountable for ensuring rights and fulfilling responsibilities.

In February 2011, two very different thoughts expressed by Egyptians, still in the heat of their eighteen-day revolution, captured for me something of this contrast between the received and the emerging way of seeing democracy. First, student Khaled Kamel, twenty, a member of the team using Facebook and Twitter, along with disciplined nonviolence, to bring down President Hosni Mubarak, told Time, “I don’t care who ends up running this country, as long as I have the ability to change them if I don’t like them. ”29 Despite Kamel’s revolutionary fervor, I hear strains of the old and failing notion of democracy—a structure over us in which our role, at best, is to accept or reject. The day after President Mubarak acceded to peaceful demands to leave, CNN’s correspondent Fredrick Pleitgen tweeted what he was hearing in the streets: “Can’t believe the massive cleanup in Tahrir Sq. People tell me: we have won our country back. Now we will rebuild it.”

In the latter is the seed of the idea of common responsibility, the heart of Living Democracy. Can we in the US, one of the world’s oldest political democracies, reimagine a Living Democracy embodying a sense of co-responsibility, far beyond simply choosing our rulers? That’s the question.

“Government used to be the place in our community where people came together and made civic decisions,” remarked John Reuter, a Republican city councilman in Sandpoint, Idaho, speaking to the New York Times Magazine in 2009. He continued, “That’s what we should do again, and that’s what’s going to bring us back together: not having government be this force somehow outside of us, that’s bearing down on us or annoying us, but as a force that we actually embrace and want and that does what we want.”30

Hmm . . . he’s a Republican, and that could have been me talking.

Reuter helps to lead the Sandpoint Transition Initiative, part of the movement noted earlier of almost four hundred municipalities worldwide, preparing this community of 7,500 for a renewable-energy world.

For me, Reuter is talking about Living Democracy. It is a way of being that assumes that the values of shared power, transparency, and mutual accountability—people stepping up, not just pointing fingers—apply not  just in the political arena but in all realms of community life, including education, criminal justice, human services, and the economy.

Of these, the most difficult arena of Living Democracy for many of us to envision is economic life, so I’ve touched on several aspects in this book—from the fast spread of democratic cooperatives, to the “Local First” movement building loyalty to community-connected businesses, highlighted in Thought 1, to rules society enforces to prevent monopolies, to the efforts of labor to protect worker dignity.

What’s also not to be overlooked with an eco-mind is the everyday economic power we exert at a point of influence I call “power shopping”—purposefully using our spending to signal corporations to produce more fairly and sustainably. Even in a difficult economy, nearly 70 percent of Americans think it’s “important to purchase products with social and environmental benefits,” according to an industry survey.31

But the UK is the hands-down champ here: Expenditures on what the Brits call “ethical goods and services,” including investments, has leapt nearly threefold in a decade. Sales of fair-trade goods—guaranteeing fair returns to family-scale producers and co-ops—are up a phenomenal thirtyfold. Half of all Brits now say they’ve made at least one ethically based selection in the last year—twice the share a decade ago.32

Beyond our solo power of the purse, how about a fervent mob applying power shopping?

In early 2008, Brent Schulkin, twenty-eight, approached two dozen San Francisco convenience stores with this intriguing offer: If you commit to a big eco-friendly business investment—like greening your lighting system or heating—I will guarantee you that a swarm of new customers will descend on your store in a single day. Brent then sealed a deal with the business making the biggest promise. On the chosen day, he used social media to rally hundreds of customers to that store, tripling its revenue. Thus, the world’s first “carrotmob” was born, and since, Brent’s “buy-cott” strategy has spread to some twenty countries.33

In the workplace, Living Democracy means empowering workers’ voices. And Germany’s approach suggests that workplace democracy brings resiliency, as the country’s economy seemed to weather the Great Recession better than most. There, clerks and other low-level workers  have a voice in management through “work councils”—deciding on store hours, who takes which shift, layoffs, and more, notes attorney Thomas Geoghegan, writing in Harper’s. Larger firms, mainly those with more than 2,000 employees, are governed by “codetermined boards,” to which employees elect half of the members.34 Also, 62 percent of Germany’s workforce is covered by collective bargaining contracts with on-the-job protections. So, compared to most countries, German workers have a voice. This is one likely reason that in the recent downturn, German companies were more likely to divide up the reduced workload so that fewer people suffered unemployment.35

And politics in a Living Democracy?

It starts with preventing the power of concentrated wealth from distorting political decision making and instead infusing the voices of citizens—in other words, creating truly “publicly held government.”

Imagine that.




WHO PAYS THE PIPER 

To get there, we have to face the beast.

And that means we stop kidding ourselves. We stop imagining that any of the mighty challenges we face today can be met without a public decision-making tool accountable to the public interest. We reclaim government from private interests.

Counting only registered lobbyists, roughly two dozen roam Washington’s corridors for every single representative you and I have sent there to represent us.36 Among them are lobbyists for the fossil fuel and nuclear industries, including oil, gas, coal, and electricity. In 2010 spending by these industries on lobbying, $338 million, left even the pharmaceutical industry in the dust.37 One example is Koch Industries, an oil and chemical conglomerate.38 It’s outspent even Exxon in recent years, as noted in the opening chapter, to sow seeds of public doubt about climate science and to stall legislation addressing climate change and pollution.39

Privately held government means that citizens’ voices are drowned out by a flood of private-interest money. In 2007, for example, about three-quarters of Americans responding to a BBC poll “favored higher [energy] taxes if the revenues will be used to increase energy efficiency and  develop alternative energy sources.”40 Yet, our government hasn’t even given the approach serious attention. Instead, continuing private industry power within the public sphere is captured in this contrast: over 4,600 offshore oil and gas leases approved since 2005 compared to just one offshore wind project.41

Most Americans get it. We grasp how private power is robbing us of democracy—77 percent believe large campaign contributions block government from dealing with our biggest challenges, from health care to climate change .42

But we can’t give up, and we don’t need to.

True, the Supreme Court’s January 2010 ruling overturned a century of court opinion to unleash corporate and union campaign spending. It stunned many Americans, and eight in ten Americans opposed the decision, whose effect was immediate: In 2010, midterm-election interestgroup spending on ads jumped almost threefold compared to 2008, a presidential election year. Most political ads are still sponsored by candidates and parties, and in 2010, Senate candidates bought 61 percent more ads than in 2008.43

And the source of about half of those huge sums was kept secret, an anathema to democracy.44

But there are still pathways to democracy open to us.

Over the long haul, democracy will depend on courts that understand what average Americans seem to: that unleashing big money isn’t “freeing speech” but drowning out speech—that of regular citizens—and, just as critically, democracy will depend on courts that see big money’s role in elections as narrowing the range of voices citizens need to hear to make wise decisions.

Democracy becomes perhaps the intrinsic social value, for without it neither justice, nor peace, nor ecological health is possible.



Through its nonrelational frame, the current Court majority understands its role as defending disconnected individuals’ right to do as they please—in this case, corporations (deemed “persons”) spending at will to further their interests. By contrast, an eco-mind, grasping our inherent connectedness, can perceive democracy as a web of relationships that serves life only if all participants can engage in creating rules enabling each of us to influence  the whole. Appreciating the power of context to shape all entities—including us—an eco-mind sees the need to ensure an ongoing dispersion of power so that no one of us can warp the social context in our interest alone.

From this perspective, democracy is no longer simply a means to another end, like justice. It becomes perhaps the intrinsic social value, for without democracy, neither justice, nor peace, nor ecological health is possible.

So our longer-term answer requires electing presidents and members of Congress whom we can count on to choose Supreme Court justices sharing this understanding. And this long-haul clarity makes it possible to see what’s needed right now to defend democracy.

First, we require transparency for all funding sources so citizens know whose money is influencing elections, which is the purpose of the DISCLOSE Act that stalled in the Senate in late 2010 for lack of a single vote. It’s still possible to pass this bill that most Americans support.45

Second, we can unlock one of the best-kept secrets in America today: There is a pathway the Supreme Court has not blocked by which candidates can run free of corporate money.

That pathway is called “voluntary public financing.” In three states—Arizona, Maine, and Connecticut—voluntary public financing of elections is working for all statewide offices. In Maine and Connecticut, roughly 80 percent of state legislators have run “clean,” completely free of big private backing.46 A number of statewide efforts are under way to follow the lead of Connecticut, Maine, and Arizona.47 All told, sixteen states offer some form of public funds to qualifying political candidates for some offices.48

Nearly three-fourths of Americans say that action by Congress to deal with money’s influence in our democracy is “urgent.”49 And right now, given the Court’s makeup, voluntary public financing is the pathway for freeing elections from the influence of concentrated wealth. The current Supreme Court majority has barred the other route—campaign spending limits—because it equates the freedom to spend with the freedom to speak. So, defending and spreading public financing legislation—called “clean elections” or “fair elections”—is key, both for state and national elections.

Almost two-thirds of Americans support the public financing pathway.50




IF DEB CAN DO IT 

If my own hope starts to dim, I need only think of my superhero, Deb Simpson of Maine. Her story captures the extraordinary power of voluntary public financing, now working for a decade in her state.

In 2000, Deb, a college student and single mom, was working as a waitress in a diner in Auburn, Maine. Friends saw leadership qualities in her and suggested she run for office. “What?” she asked. “I don’t have big bucks or a big name.” But her friends explained, “We have Clean Elections in Maine. All you need is five dollars each from fifty people to get on the ballot and access public funds.”

“Oh,” Deb thought. “I can do that. I’m a waitress!” So she ran, she won, and she has been re-elected four times to the Maine House of Representatives, where she’s served as chair of the Judiciary Committee. In 2008, Deb won a seat in the Maine Senate. “Because I survived domestic abuse myself, I’ve loved being in a position to strengthen laws protecting women,” she told me. “And now I also serve on the Natural Resources Committee, where we’re addressing climate change and helping Maine move to a post–fossil fuel future.”




WHAT ACCOUNTABLE GOVERNMENT CAN DO 

Until recently, every year Mainers threw out an estimated 100,000 computers and televisions, each with toxic materials like deadly mercury and lead inside. Many of them were incinerated, producing harmful pollution in this breathtakingly beautiful state. That was before early 2006, however, when Maine’s first-in-the-US “producer-responsibility” law went into effect. It ensures that producers of certain electronic products and by-products contribute to the cost of recycling; manufacturers must take responsibility for the items they’ve made even after they are no longer useable.

You won’t be surprised when I tell you that as soon as the law was introduced, industry lobbyists mounted the biggest effort to defeat a law that Mainers had ever seen. “All the big computer makers—IBM, Panasonic, Mitsubishi—put tens of millions into TV and print ads opposing the bill. Apple, despite its progressive image, was the worst,” Pete Didisheim  told me. He’s advocacy director for the Natural Resources Council of Maine, which led the campaign.

E-waste is the fastest-growing waste stream in the US. But in the first three years after passage, Maine’s law had kept over 1.5 million pounds of lead (that’s more than 1 pound of lead for each resident)—along with mercury, cadmium, and other toxic compounds—from despoiling Maine’s ecosystem. The law resulted in the safe recycling of over 11 million pounds of toxic electronic waste. It is also saving Maine towns a lot of money because manufacturers now pay for recycling.51

Most of the lawmakers voting for this innovative law were able to respond to this commonsense solution, initiated by their constituents, in part because they’d run “clean.”

And the mighty ripples? Twenty-four states and New York City have e-waste laws modeled after Maine’s—or even going beyond it, with recycling systems incorporating more products. By 2010, they covered more than half of all Americans.52

We can take these lessons national:

In 2010, the Fair Elections Now Act began making its way through Congress. The bill would limit qualifying contributions to $100 and provide enough public dollars to enable candidates for Congress to run without relying on big contributors and “bundlers” of money from special interests, including lobbyists. Relieved of constant fund-raising, estimated to take up a third of legislators’ time, members of Congress could focus on our concerns.53

So, whatever our personal passions, we can each grasp this root: the financing of elections, touching all the “issues.” Nationally, a bipartisan campaign for voluntary public financing is gaining traction. Its champions include YouStreet.org and Change-Congress.org. And if you’re tempted to say it’s impossible—no congress would vote for something that might disadvantage its sitting members—think about what the Brazilians pulled off.

In Brazil, citizens can propose a law to the Congress if they get 1 percent of voters to approve—not through online petitions but with real signatures from at least five states. “This means a lot of standing on street corners,” Chico Whitaker, cofounder of the World Social Forum,  told me. “Starting in 1997, we gathered a million signers for a law to stop electoral corruption, buying votes,” Chico explained. “Congress debated it and, with some changes, approved the law in seven weeks. A record! That was September 1999, and it’s been in effect during five elections—eliminating about a thousand candidates who tried to buy votes. A big success!”

Ten years later, he explained, citizen movements demanded that anyone indicted for a crime not be allowed in Congress. “This time we needed 1.3 million signatures, and again it took one and a half years to obtain them. A lot of people fought it, but the law Congress approved was better than our proposal,” he said. “Another big victory.”54 One signer wrote on the Facebook page of Avaaz.org, supporting the effort: “Today I feel like an actual citizen with political power.—Silvia.”

Also recall Brazil’s recent, stunning advance against poverty. So for me, Brazilians’ grit holds huge lessons. In 1980 citizen movements formed their own political party that by 2002 had elected a former factory worker president, whom they held accountable for big change. And for us? Key is transforming the “issue” of money’s control of our public decision making into nothing less than a citizens’ movement for the soul of democracy.

So, visit the websites above, weigh in, and spread the word. Never lose sight of the simple truth that solutions to the multiple threats to our planet hinge on our being as tough as the Brazilians.




DEMOCRACY, LIVE IT OR LOSE IT 

Earlier I included hints of a kind of “animal democracy” in which a whole herd takes part in setting a direction. Scientists suggest that this sort of animal behavior may carry with it a real survival advantage.55 My hunch is that it’s certainly true for human societies: The more inclusive the decision-making process, the greater the amount of information that gets weighed and thus, typically, the better the decision. And to tap this potential, groups must encompass real diversity of views, observes James Surowiecki in his widely read The Wisdom of Crowds.56

To enable this all-important independence of opinion and the likelihood  that the resulting diversity of views is heard, let’s peer through the lens of ecology that keeps relationships foremost. As we connect with each other in the life of our communities, the question from an eco-mind becomes, How does my action, right now and for the future, generate relationships of empowerment so that more and more voices are heard?

Whether the issue is replacing dirty with clean energy and transportation or growing healthy food or transforming my children’s lunchroom, that’s the core question for an ecology of democracy. For if we and others feel powerless, we feel voiceless—killing the possibility of a rich diversity of views needed for wise action.

But how?

The “how” for me begins with remembering that democracy is a skill we can learn. Motivation gets charged when I realize that our multiple challenges—avoiding the worst of climate catastrophe and adjusting to now inevitable climate changes, converting to green energy, and moving from massive poverty to social health—will occupy human creativity for the rest of this century and far beyond. Arguably, we’ll either solve them all or none of them.

So now is the moment to focus on building the essential assets we’ll need for this passage: At the center are people skills—skills of participation and problem solving, what I call the “arts of democracy”—including judgment, negotiation, mediation, valuing diverse perspectives, and creative conflict. At the Small Planet Institute, we offer Doing Democracy, a handbook introducing ten of these “arts.”57

Top-down approaches deprive us of the opportunity to build these essential capacities, so new strategies are emerging around the world to bring democracy to life from village to shop floor.




NEW WAYS OF TAPPING THE WISDOM OF CROWDS 

Here are a few such proven approaches to tapping citizen smarts, enabling everyday people to contribute to solutions. They could be adapted to any community or institution. How different they are, for example, from the so-called town meetings in the summer of 2009, where opponents of  the administration’s health insurance reform seemed to think democratic debate meant shouting insults.

A lot of us winced at those ugly scenes. Now we can spread stories of face-to-face democracy working.

The Citizens’ Jury—giving farmers voice. The Citizens’ Jury is an approach to collaborative problem solving in which as many as several dozen randomly selected citizens come together over several days to weigh a critical issue and agree on a direction. Pioneered by the Jefferson Center in Minnesota, hundreds of these juries have worked through tough challenges from sewage treatment to climate change.

As a part of what some call “democratizing the governance of food systems,” Citizens’ Juries are arising in South Asia, West Asia, and the Andean region of Latin America.58 And in West Africa, where representatives from fifteen organizations—including farmers groups that have long felt pushed out of decision making, along with government officials, academics, and more—designed the jury process. Before the talking began, an independent farmer-led assessment of public agricultural research arrived at recommendations that fed two Citizens’ Juries in early 2010. In each, roughly forty jurors from four West African countries weighed diverse evidence and views and came to clear recommendations about their countries’ farm policies.

One: Include us! Farmers want a “central role” in choosing the focus of public research. Another: Avoid genetically modified and hybrid seeds (that can’t be effectively saved for replanting). Instead, focus on improving local varieties, ecological practices—including mixed cropping and composting—as well as the exchange and use of local seeds. The farmers call this direction “food sovereignty,” the opposite of dependency.

The juries’ findings—favoring exactly the approach to agriculture that’s best for addressing climate change—got a lot of media attention across West Africa.59

The Deliberative Poll—letting Texans have their say on energy policy. In the Deliberative Poll, developed by Stanford professor James Fishkin, a larger group—typically a hundred or more randomly chosen citizens—deliberates face to face about a public problem it cares care about. Beforehand, participants review briefing materials collaboratively produced by all interested parties so they are accepted as fair. Before discussion begins, an in-depth poll registers participants’ views, and after a day or more of talking through the question, they’re polled again. Thus, it’s easy to spot changes triggered by new information and discussion.

The Deliberative Poll harkens back 2,400 years to Athens’s original use of a council of randomly selected citizens, and in this modern form, it has been used dozens of times in widely diverse cultures, including to select candidates in primaries in Athens itself and to weigh policy directions in China.

In Texas, the Deliberative Poll might help to explain why the state surprised everybody—especially this Texas-reared girl—in taking a big, early lead in wind power. Between 1996 and 1998, under George W. Bush, eight utility companies used Deliberative Polls to develop public understanding and to weigh public opinion. Because participants got to learn together and to think through options with peers, they brought informed opinion to the discussion.

Through the process, the utilities learned that Texans already felt pretty favorably toward renewables. But, in a significant shift, by the end of the process they’d ranked efficiency higher than when they began, and the share of those willing to pay for renewables and conservation increased by more than 60 percent.60 Preference for fossil fuels sank, reports the National Renewable Energy Laboratory.61

Apparently, the utility companies listened, for a decade later, the US “soared past Germany as the world’s biggest generator of wind power, thanks to a surge in wind-farm investment led by Texas,” Newsweek reported .62

Hmm. I wonder, Are the “deliberators”—those who more than a decade ago sat around tables telling the utilities what they thought—now cheering?

 

The 21st Century Town Hall Meeting—giving 3, 500 Americans a voice in tough budget choices. The 21st Century Town Hall Meeting is the brainchild of Washington-based AmericaSpeaks founder Carolyn Lukensmeyer, who’s got an amazing knack for bringing people together to produce results.

In the approach, 500 to 5,000 people participate in discussions, but Lukensmeyer wants to be clear: This is not a “public hearing”—no Q&A, no panels. Rather, the large body is divided into diverse groups of ten to twelve people who engage in roundtable discussions, each assisted by a trained facilitator. Written guides provide background. Each facilitator uses a laptop networked to other laptops in the room, so each table’s ideas and conclusions can be transmitted instantly to a theme team. That team synthesizes all of the information and presents the synthesis to everybody on a large screen. On individual keypads, participants then vote on the synthesized recommendations.

Here is a taste of what can happen.

With support across the ideological divide, from the Center for American Progress to the Heritage Foundation, in June 2010 AmericaSpeaks created gatherings in nineteen cities. For three hours, a cross section of citizens discussed America’s economic recovery and the values they think should guide fiscal policies. Participants also voted on options for reducing long-term deficits, chose messages to send to Washington, and committed to local actions. In broad strokes, the vast majority, 60 percent, said that government should do more to strengthen the economy, and more than half thought the burden of reducing the deficit should fall more heavily on those with financial capacity.63

Their findings went directly to the bipartisan White House commission studying ways to cut the deficit. But did you ever  hear about it? Not likely. Imagine democracy where a thoughtful process like this would receive visibility and credibility on par with any commission a president handpicked.

 

The Citizen Assembly—helping British Columbians choose a new electoral system. Using large groups and multistage processes, Citizen Assemblies in many countries have taken on huge questions as well.

Over ten months in 2004, for example, 161 randomly selected British Columbian voters researched and debated a range of electoral systems. This Citizen Assembly also held fifty public hearings. In the end, participants overwhelmingly chose a proportional system, like that used in Ireland, in which voters rank candidates, and the votes of those whose candidates don’t make a certain cut are transferred to their next preference.64 When this choice of electoral system went before provincial voters, it garnered 57 percent of the vote. But passage requires 60 percent.65 Advocates still hope this thoughtful process, with results supported by a strong majority, will, with more effort, bear fruit.

 

The Study Circle—enabling 1,300 Kansans to choose how to deal with their trash. In Study Circles, typically eight to twelve people come together with the help of a trained facilitator to explore an issue in multiple sessions and work together to come up with ideas for action. Nearly 2 million Swedes participate each year in Study Circles, subsidized but not controlled by the government.66 In the US, Study Circles have tackled tough challenges—from racism and racial tensions following the 1995 O. J. Simpson trial in Los Angeles to worrying high school dropout rates in Kansas City, Kansas.

The chief promoter of Study Circles in the US is East Hartford–based Everyday Democracy. Since 1989, it’s worked with more than six hundred communities across the country. In the late 1990s, Study Circles helped officials and community groups in Sedgwick County, Kansas, to engage citizens in  making big decisions about what to do with trash. The process involved 1,300 citizens in eighty-two face-to-face sessions, setting the agenda and choosing among waste-disposal options. The citizens picked recycling as their first priority, and the county enlisted corporate help to put in place countywide recycling. Several months later, eight hundred residents convened in Study Circles again to work through recycling specifics, which the county incorporated into its waste management plan.67 By 2009, household recycling in the county had significantly increased.68

 

Participatory budgeting—enabling everyday citizens to deliberate together on how to use public funds. Launched in Porto Alegre, Brazil, participatory budgeting gathers citizens in a series of open assemblies each year to determine the use of a significant portion of a city’s annual budget. Now twenty-five years old, the approach has spread to 1,200 cities, from South Africa to the suburbs of Paris.

Effects have been dramatic, as public spending shifts toward poorer communities that earlier, with more centralized and secretive decision making, had less clout.

Recall my earlier discussion of how we humans do better when we know others are watching us. So another benefit of participatory budgeting is a noticeable decline in corruption under the watchful eyes of so many citizens. Visiting a neighborhood near Porto Alegre in 2003, I admired the big, new community center and heard about a new school and clinic. When I asked, “But how can you afford all this?” I was told by smiling locals that less corruption meant more funds for the community. In other words, the new participatory system means greater government efficiency: In 1988, an administrative dollar in Porto Alegre bought three dollars’ worth of services ; ten years later, it bought seven dollars’ worth.69

Even champions of participatory budgeting have lamented small turnouts relative to potential engagement. So, Belo Horizonte, Brazil’s fourth-largest city, expanded the process  electronically, allowing a forty-two-day period for those participating to weigh in online. Participation jumped from 1.5 percent of the population to 10 percent. The winning options included renovating the transportation system and creating an “ecological park.”70

Which brings us to . . .

 

E-democracy—enabling Estonians to shape their nation’s health plan and Brazilians to choose budget priorities. In 2001 the former Soviet nation of Estonia mandated that public bodies create extensive websites, posting drafts of pending policies and laws for citizens to review. Several years later, the country’s health ministry reported that its health plan had been amended radically in response to citizen input.

Online connection can spur people to connect off-line too. In Estonia, population 1.3 million, this potential became real in 2008: When alerted via the My Estonia website, 50,000 volunteers joined together in one day to collect 10,000 metric tons of “dumped garbage.” (Translated proportionally to the size of the US, that would be over 11 million people turning out!) And in 2009, 11,000 citizens convened brainstorming sessions under the slogan “Thinking Together for a Better Estonia.”71

Brazil’s House of Representatives is also an e-democracy leader. Its website lets users access not only text but also audio and video related to pending legislation, and via its “wikilegis” area, citizens can suggest amendments. The site encourages users to create their own personal profiles, so that thematic social networks can emerge too.72



Imagine these and similar practices for reaching public judgment helping Americans set priorities and guide policy choices in the years ahead. Beyond imagining, why not insist that anyone running for office commit to tapping such proven approaches and taking them to scale? That way, we leave behind the finger-pointing of today’s political culture and begin to assume mutual accountability for solutions, one of the three essentials of Living Democracy.

But in ticking off these six road-tested, inclusive methods of coming up with better public choices, I don’t want to jump over the less-formal, vital, and growing roles citizens are playing right now that rarely make the evening news, citizens like those in the many stories throughout this book—from Maine, where citizens of three small towns were victorious over the giant Nestlé corporation in protecting their communities’ water supply, to Chicago, where Growing Home works with diverse citizens to turn a “food desert”—bereft of much except junk food—into a “food destination.”

These and millions more of our neighbors are already doing democracy. Some of my favorite examples you’ll find in the “moving into action” guide at the end of the book, with a note about each initiative. Among the most underappreciated are the roughly 3 million Americans who participate in more than 130 largely faith-based, multi-issue, interdenominational community organizing networks—like the PICO National Network, which is now in 150 municipalities from coast to coast. These networks are tackling major public concerns, from education reform to health care. Greater Boston Interfaith Organization, an affiliate of another network in this movement, is celebrated for its leadership in helping Massachusetts become the one US state with virtually universal health-care coverage.73

And doing democracy includes the almost twenty gutsy citizen groups, coordinated over two decades by the Citizens Coal Council, in states most hurt by coal. They are taking on the industry, and we should all be grateful: Recall the 2011 study estimating that coal’s impact costs Americans about one-third of a trillion dollars a year. In 2000, one of the council’s affiliates, Save Our Cumberland Mountains, succeeded in convincing the Office of Surface Mining to make 61,000 acres, almost three-quarters, of Tennessee’s Fall Creek Falls State Park watershed off-limits to mining. It’s the biggest area ever protected in this way.

None of these citizens appears to feel “it’s too late.”




DEMOCRACY AND DIGNITY 

At this writing in early 2011, democratic uprisings in the Middle East have caught a lot of Americans by surprise. Is it that some of us imagine “freedom” and related values to be especially American? If so, we could be missing something big—a key aspect of human nature itself.

Reacting to news of the pro-democracy uprising in Egypt in February 2011, Melvin A. Goldberg noted that in 1950 the United States Information Agency, where he worked, surveyed “75 nations to determine which concepts would be most desirable to the people in those countries. Among the words offered were liberty, freedom, independence and human dignity. Dignity was chosen first in all countries.”74

Seeming to affirm these findings, the twenty-year-old Egyptian student I quoted earlier, Khaled Kamel, spoke of his motivation rooted in the indignities he experienced under President Mubarak’s regime: “The police treated us like we were a different kind of human,” he said. Once, after falling off a train, he recalls that a policeman, “instead of helping me, he hit me because I was lying there on the platform, which you’re not supposed to do.”75

His feelings have been expressed by many.

I’m not surprised, but I am deeply moved, because for me dignity is the most democratic of sensibilities. I can imagine being left alone and therefore feeling “free,” with “liberty” and “independence” galore, and yet bereft of dignity. I can just as easily imagine having all my physical needs amply met, yet feeling utterly humiliated.

Dignity is the most democratic of values because it carries within it the assumption of “voice,” of being respected enough to have one’s voice count. Dignity is about feeling valued, not as a means to another’s end but as a being of inherent worth with something to offer. Dignity is therefore an eco-concept. It lacks meaning except in relation to others. At this writing, we cannot know how events in Egypt will unfold, but we do know that in eighteen days, tens of thousands of Egyptians achieved not just the end of something odious but the beginning of new dignity.76

This chapter began declaring that “it’s not too late for life” and moved to our imagining a Living Democracy, a process of engagement in which we are together dispersing and co-creating power as we share in responsibility for our future so that all can experience dignity. That’s what each of the specific, far-flung examples above is all about: the dignity of feeling counted as part of our era’s historic search for solutions.

Thought Trap 7—“It’s too late!”—is of course factually correct. It is too late to avoid major losses that actions taken even a few decades ago could have avoided. But it is not too late to take in all we’re learning and to  trust—to trust that we now know enough about ourselves to believe that a deepening of democracy is within us. To trust that we can see the environmental crisis as in fact a crisis of democracy itself and that, with elegant symmetry, ecology—its truths of connectedness, dispersion of power, and continuous change—can show us the way.

Along this path we may discover that democracy—real, Living Democracy—is not just a society’s best strategy for making decisions. It is also a different way of understanding ourselves, a way more fully in tune with the rich complexity of our own nature.

THOUGHT LEAP 7

It’s not too late for life. And its flourishing depends on democracy attuned to all we now know of our nature and to what history teaches: that centralized power cannot lead to the sustained good of the whole. Plus, today’s crises are so interrelated, vast in scope, and complex that solutions depend on tapping the direct experience, common sense, and passion of people most affected. And that’s billions of us! With the buy-in that comes with having a real voice, most of us want to contribute to solutions that turn our planet toward life. So the “mother of all issues” is removing the power of concentrated wealth from public decision making and infusing citizens’ voices instead. It’s beginning in surprising places.







AN INVITATION—THINKING LIKE AN ECOSYSTEM

I can’t understand why people are frightened of new ideas.
 I’m frightened of the old ones.

—John Cage, twentieth-century composer1




THE WORK OF HOPE 

HOPE IS NOT WISHFUL THINKING. IT’S NOT A TEMPERAMENT WE’RE BORN with. It is a stance toward life that we can choose . . . or not. The real question for me, though, is whether my hope is effective, whether it produces results or is just where I hide to ease my own pain.

What I strive for I call “honest hope.” And it takes work, but it is good work. It is work I love. I began this book suggesting that it starts with getting our thinking straight. Since we create the world according to ideas we hold, we have to ask ourselves whether the ideas we inherit and absorb through our cultures serve us. We can only have honest, effective hope if the frame through which we see is an accurate representation of how the world works.

The good news is that we face this historic challenge just as our understanding of life’s rich complexity, and human nature itself, is expanding  exponentially. I am pretty sure, for example, that I’d never even heard the word “ecology” until I was in my twenties. And that was only because I was fortunate enough to marry one of our country’s most brilliant ecological thinkers, the late Marc Lappé. Now we are realizing that ecology is not merely a particular field of science; it is a new way of understanding life that frees us from the failing mechanical worldview’s assumptions of separateness and scarcity.

So here, in this final chapter, is an invitation to explore what it means to think like an ecosystem. Since ecology is all about interconnection and unending change, creating patterns of causation that shape every organism and phenomenon, “thinking like an ecosystem” for me means living in the perpetual “why.” It’s keeping alive the two-year-old mind that accepts nothing simply as “the way it is” but craves to know how something came to be. It’s understanding that all organisms emerge with specific potential, including the human organism, but its expression is enormously shaped by context.

So, if we want life to thrive, we keep foremost the question, What conditions enhance life? And, more specifically, what specific conditions bring out the best in our species? My hypothesis is that three conditions—the wide and fluid dispersion of power, transparency, and an assumption of mutual accountability—are at least a good part of the answer. An eco-mind is also able to see that our own species’ thriving, through our consciously creating the essential context for that thriving, determines the well-being, even the continuation, of other species and whether key dimensions of our wider ecology remain conducive to life.

Shifting from the mechanical assumption of separateness and seeing our societies as ecosystems, we get curious about how aspects interact. And, writes Oxford historian Theodore Zeldin, “It is only curiosity that knows no boundaries which can be effective against fear.”2

Now, there’s motivation.




OUR CULTURE’S FOOD CRISIS THROUGH A RELATIONAL LENS 

Using our eco-minds, we soon realize that in our complex human ecology, many of the most important causal interactions may not immediately  meet the eye—just as they don’t in the wider ecosystem: When you or I look at a forest, for example, we see distinct trees. We don’t see that beneath the forest floor trees intermingle for mutual support, sometimes through their roots, sometimes through “mats of cooperating fungi,” explains the late sustainability genius Donella H. Meadows.3 Mycelia, the underground part of fungi, can spread “cellular mats across thousands of acres.”4

The implication? Cutting one tree is never about just cutting one tree. Every act has multiple effects.

So, let’s try taking one huge, specific problem—our country’s food crisis—and see what happens if we use our eco-mind to look for patterns of connection.

First, diagnosing the problem using a morality frame or a mechanical “more-or-less” frame doesn’t get us far. John Naish, for example, writing in Resurgence magazine, tells us that obesity and diabetes flow from “over-striving and over-consuming.”5 He sees through the “too-much” lens.

Through this more-or-less lens, the answer to our obesity epidemic—costing the US and Canada roughly $300 billion each year and contributing almost as much to the US disease burden as does tobacco use—could be to eat fewer or burn more calories.6 But Americans could do both and still be made ill by our food. To get anywhere, we have to let our curiosity lead us, exploring the interacting incentives and relationships that combine to create ever more unhealthy food “products,” more unhealthy eating, and more waste.

In Diet for a Small Planet, my favorite chapter—“Who Asked for Froot Loops?”—is one attempt. In it, I ask readers to pretend they head a food conglomerate, so they have one rule to follow, one job to do: to bring the highest return to their shareholders and executives. Every step degrading our food flows from that rule: the more processed the food, the less nutrition but the more profit it offers, and the more fat, salt, and sugar it contains. A consequence is that now 40 percent of the calories US children eat are nutritionally empty.7

But this understanding only begs the next question: Why are we humans so apt to overeat foods that aren’t good for us?

Recent experiments at Scripps Research Institute shed light on this question and on why the road to junk food has been so lucrative for its  manufacturers. It turns out that junk food—high in fat and dense in calories—stimulates the brain’s pleasure centers and changes its chemistry, eliciting in rats addictive behavior similar to what humans experience with cocaine. Rats fed Ho Hos, sausage, pound cake, bacon, cheesecake, and the like by researchers Paul J. Kenny and Paul M. Johnson soon developed “compulsive eating habits” and became obese.

Even scarier?

When these rats received an electric shock upon eating the high-fat food, those that had not already been exposed for some time to the junk food stopped eating, but rats used to the junk food weren’t daunted: They just kept going for it, shocks be damned. Then, when denied junk food and left with healthy food as their only option, obese rats simply stopped eating. “They starve themselves for two weeks afterward,” neuroscientist Kenny reported. “Their dietary preferences are dramatically shifted.”8

Long before these alarming findings, the food industry grasped their essence. One particularly candid agribusiness insider explained to former Food and Drug Administration chief David Kessler that his industry is “the manipulator of the consumers’ minds and desires.”9

Next, we can begin to perceive what ecologists call “positive feedback loops” that accelerate a trend.

The logic of the system becomes self-reinforcing: As the success of advertising hooking into our brains’ circuitry concentrates the wealth of a few large food firms, companies’ advertising budgets swell, giving them even more resources with which to entice us to buy what brings them still greater profit—processed foods with the least costly ingredients. Their advertising power plays on another consequence of a culture concentrating private wealth while denigrating the public sphere, including public education. Some cash-strapped public schools have even resorted to selling ad space for sugary cereal in the lunchroom.10 One-rule economics—highest return to existing wealth—also feeds a society’s rapid divide. The numbers of both the very poor and the superwealthy expand, with big diet consequences. For one, it makes little profit sense to build supermarkets where most people are poor, so convenience stores, packed with fattening, processed foods, are about all there is within reach of increasingly overweight poor populations. Today, among the ten poorest US states, seven are among the ten that also suffer the highest rates of obesity.11

A one-rule economy also lengthens the workday and workweek, with big consequences for our bodies’ well-being, since Americans have to put in longer hours to compensate for lower real wages. Between the late 1960s and the late 1980s, the average American worker added “the equivalent of an extra month” of work each year, says professor Juliet Schor. 12 Sleep is one thing sure to go—we’re averaging one to two hours less per night than we did twenty to thirty years ago. And scientists have discovered that sleep loss itself causes people to eat more—and to eat more unhealthfully. One study found that after just two nights of curtailed sleep, subjects were more drawn to candy, cookies, and cake.13

Highly concentrated wealth also brings with it economic insecurity that affects how we eat. A twelve-year study, for example, discovered that when their income drops, American men gain on average 5.5 pounds.14

Plus, a one-rule economy creates effective monopolies among traders and processors; they then put on so much lobbying muscle that they can reap huge tax subsidies, which help keep the price of their key raw materials, corn and soy, often even below the cost of production. This concentrated industry also deprives farmers of bargaining power, driving them to produce ever-greater volumes in ever-bigger farming operations, just to stay afloat. Then, in our world where a billion people are too poor to make market demand for the food they need, grain and soy flood a stunted market.

In such a world, it’s made perfect “economic sense” for US agribusiness to use most of the corn and soy for livestock feed and processed food—giving us fatty meat and ubiquitous high-fructose corn syrup, which show up not just in soda but just about everywhere, even in a Starbucks eggsalad sandwich I bought not long ago. 15

My point is that only by thinking in systems would we possibly link America’s obesity epidemic with tax subsidies—$4 billion a year for corn alone—benefitting the largest industrial food operations or with business lobbying that’s often defeated proposed increases in the minimum wage, so that in recent decades it has lost a quarter of its value, which means longer hours for the same pay.16

All with major health consequences.

So answers don’t flow from thinking “more or less” but thinking “relationships”—asking how we can reclaim democratic decision making to  shape smarter rules, rules that align the food corporation’s and the farmer’s incentives with our well-being. Thoughts 5 and 7 suggest we can.




RECONNECTING, BUT THIS TIME WITH INTENTION 

For most alive today, thinking like an ecosystem is, understandably, a challenge. In many preindustrial societies, as well as in many remaining indigenous cultures, it was different. Ecological wisdom lived in, and was passed on through, everyday activities, myth, and ritual. Earlier humans didn’t have to learn to “think like an ecosystem” because they’d not lost their sense of living within the ecosystem.

For over 1,000 years in Bali, dense networks of handmade irrigation canals, called subak, have made rice growing possible on steep, terraced terrain. Today, rice planting and harvesting, as well as the timing, volume, and sharing of water flowing through the subak, are embedded in religion and ritual. Century after century it’s worked without degrading the island’s breathtaking mountain ecology. Yet, most Balinese probably couldn’t tell you why the subak were originally constructed as they are or, in scientific terms, how the system aligns with nature.

In a similar vein, Nobel Peace Prize laureate Wangari Maathai, who so inspired my daughter and me on our journey to write Hope’s Edge, loves to tell a story about embedded wisdom. As a child in Kenya’s Rift Valley, she played for long hours in a stream near her village. Collecting firewood was her daily chore, but her parents warned her never to disturb one particular tree, the fig—it was sacred.

Years later, Wangari returned to her village only to learn that export crops had replaced trees, including the sacred fig. She observed eroded soils and saw that her beloved stream had dried up. By then a biologist, Wangari was able to appreciate the wisdom in her mother’s warning, for it had been the fig tree’s deep roots that had helped the soil resist wind erosion and allowed rain to seep into the earth, feeding the stream she’d played in.

Today, what has long served us as unconscious ecological wisdom—developed culturally over eons—we can make conscious. We can develop it with intention, and we can do it quickly.

It is happening.

Take just one breakthrough, a new rice-growing approach called SRI—for System of Rice Intensification. With it, small farmers are using fewer chemicals and less water while producing more food. And all this with as little as one-tenth the seed, greatly benefiting the poorest farmers. In about a decade, at least a million rice farmers are using the approach—and are continuing to develop it among themselves.17

SRI grew neither from a fancy corporate lab nor ancient tradition—it actually overturns many long-held, unquestioned rice-growing practices. Most agricultural scientists have been “dismissive” of the approach, observes Cornell professor Norman Uphoff, who admits that he, too—now a champion of SRI—began as a skeptic of what seemed to him “fantastical.”18

SRI grew out of the curiosity and drive of the late French priest Henri de Laulanié in Madagascar. His “keen observation of deviant practice and continued experimentation” led to this “radical departure” in the way rice is grown, writes Indian scholar C. Shambu Prasad. De Laulanié just wanted to help peasant farmers grow food without having to depend on purchased inputs they couldn’t afford. SRI isn’t a fixed technology but a set of synergistic principles, Prasad stresses, and several of its principles—the wide spacing of seedlings and never allowing continuous flooding of fields—overturned centuries of custom.19

It’s worth noting that the French priest was a real outsider, unfettered by the “it’s-always-been-done-this-way” blinders we all carry. So maybe his curiosity had freer rein.

Thinking like an ecosystem shifts our vision from assuming “tradeoffs” to searching for synergies. In what’s called “agroforestry,” described in Thought 3 as one key in correcting the carbon imbalance at the root of climate disruption, farms and forests are no longer competitors. Rather than continuing to raze forests to grow row crops or graze cattle, some small-scale farmers in Central America, for example, are embracing agroforestry to make their farms more productive and resilient.

In the rugged highlands of northwest Guatemala, for example, Mayan farmers in the village of Guaisna intersperse Andean alder trees right along with their traditional corn crop. The Cambridge-based EcoLogic Development Fund (with which our Small Planet Institute shares offices) worked with the farmers and helped them see the advantage of planting  the trees horizontally along the natural contours of their steep mountain slopes. The fast-growing alders’ presence has been widely felt: They help prevent erosion—avoiding deadly mud slides—replenish soil nitrogen, and their leaf litter builds the soil’s moisture and proper acidity. Plus, their foliage attracts birds, whose voracious appetites reduce the need for pesticides. Over time, farmers’ yields increased, while branches cut from the trees became a fuelwood source that now saves villagers long hours searching for fuel. Soon, the shade of the alders and the more fertile soils allowed farmers to add a cash crop, coffee trees, right alongside the alders. Now, with more food and more income, farmers feel less pressure to cut down the forest for new fields .20

It all works as a carefully integrated system.

And it wasn’t long before farmers in neighboring villages in the Sierra de los Cuchumatanes in Huehuetenango saw life changing in Guaisna and began applying the same approach, one in which a mosaic of forests and sustainable farming is improving lives and land while helping rebalance the earth’s carbon cycle.




IT’S THE CONTEXT, STUPID! 

Thinking like an ecosystem means seeing everything in context, or at least giving it our best shot. By this I mean that, with an eco-mind, we realize that what’s “good” in one context might bring disaster in other.

I first think jatropha.

Never heard of it? Jatropha is a small tree whose nonedible but oil-rich seeds can be turned into a clean fuel. In parts of rural Africa and Asia, this oil liberates small farmers from hours of daily wood gathering and continuing forest loss. It grows well in poor soils with little rainfall and can be interspersed with other crops, helping to prevent erosion. The tree’s smell repels hungry animals, protecting nearby crops. And a poor farmer selling jatropha oil in the West African country of Mali, for example, can double his or her income in the first year of planting jatropha, while not significantly decreasing yields of other crops in the same field.21

Jatropha needs no pesticides and no fertilizer beyond the residue returned to the soil after oil is pressed from the plant’s nuts. Compare  those gains with other biofuel plants like corn or sugar cane, which actually displace crops that could feed people directly and use huge amounts of water, fertilizer, and pesticides.

So what’s not to like? Poor farmers, big winners—and environment benefits too.

Now, place the very same plant in another context.

Several years ago the government of India began backing the spread of large jatropha plantations, with the ambitious goal of producing enough biofuel from its seeds to significantly reduce dependency on imported oil. Here, empirical results from the southern state of Tamil Nadu reveal that jatropha cultivation is not pro-poor at all, say scholars writing in the Journal of Peasant Studies. “Jatropha cultivation favors resource-rich farmers,” they write.22 Instead of aiding the growth of food crops, as in the Mali story, jatropha plantations in India have replaced food crops and helped push poor farmers off the land.23

This contrast in outcome reflects the web of relationships in which the plant grows.

Once seeing through a contextual eco-lens, we also realize that what might be perceived as a single change in a community—whether animal, vegetable, or mineral—can create endless ripples. Hearing, for example, the word “organic,” a lot of us see green—maybe a curly kale in a lush field. For most people, it’s a package of farming and eating without pesticides. But as we learn to think like ecosystems, the word “organic” can come to evoke vastly wider associations. A recent UN study, Organic Agriculture and Food Security in Africa, beautifully teases out a few organic ripples that might surprise.24

African farmers who cultivate beneficial insects to control pests, the report finds, develop a lot more knowledge and skills than they did by just spraying pesticide. Where farmers are building on indigenous knowledge, they also experiment more to solve problems instead of merely relying on what a corporate input supplier tells them.

Imagine the greater self-confidence and resiliency in facing climate challenges.

Organic farming also leads to improved health, the report notes, including less malaria in rice-fish zones. Plus, the improved nutritional  value of organic produce, along with a greater variety of foods, strengthens people’s immune systems, particularly vital to HIV/AIDS sufferers. “Extending the life of a farming parent [with the disease] by several years could mean the difference between life and death for the children left behind,” notes the report. Imagine the ripples, where 11 million children in sub-Saharan Africa are already HIV/AIDS orphans.

Organic farming “can undoubtedly reduce poverty” because of increased production selling at higher prices. And because some of the additional income from greater food production goes to paying school fees, “education of the wider community” increases, notes the study.25

And then there’s the female ripple. In many communities using imported seeds and chemicals, women on their own couldn’t get access to these inputs or credit to buy them. (In Africa women receive less than 10 percent of the credit going to small farmers.) But once taking up organic practices, and thus freed from dependency on credit, women gained more equal footing with men. Their output could then grow, providing surplus to sell in the market and helping the whole family.26

This report also tells us that, because organic practices can produce more food, hunger is displacing fewer people from their communities. (A separate University of Michigan study found that if the entire world were to move toward agroecological approaches, food output could increase substantially.) 27 Some people are even migrating back to their organic farming villages, as more vibrant local economies offer more jobs.

Finally, climate: In my daughter Anna Lappé’s Diet for a Hot Planet, we learn about why the food and agricultural system contributes about a third of the gases heating our planet. So, as explored in Thought 3, this move away from extractive, chemical farming means facing down climate chaos. Now, there’s a really welcome ripple.

Clearly, one change—organic farming—is not one change at all.

Even M. S. Swaminathan, celebrated Indian champion of the 1960s Green Revolution—or what I call “dependency agriculture” because it made farmers dependent on corporate-controlled chemicals and seeds—now recommends the direction this report from Africa highlights: toward technologies “rooted in the principles of ecology, economics, gender and social equity, employment generation, and energy conservation.” He calls for research “based on an entire farming system.”28

For me, Swaminathan’s shift of perspective is yet more striking evidence that it’s possible for any of us to rethink even long-held assumptions.




READY FOR SURPRISES 

As I learn about these breakthroughs, it helps me to keep in mind that ecological time doesn’t move in neat, predictable increments. We can be amazed by its glacial pace, just as we can be equally stunned by a sudden cascade—when forces reach a tipping point, bringing on change at galeforce speed. No one, I think I can safely say, predicted that bringing down the Berlin Wall would follow from actions that peaked in little more than a month. Or that Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak’s three-decade regime would fall after just eighteen days of nonviolent protest. Even a decade ago, very few people, even scientists closely watching our climate’s heating, predicted the current rate of polar ice melt.

Throughout, I’ve tried to strengthen confidence that we can do the deeper work of re-aligning with nature’s laws and not allow ourselves to be tempted by the false promise of quick fixes. To keep my own chin up, it helps to carry around a mental list of big surprises, changes I wouldn’t have given much chance of ever happening. Then, regularly reviewing my list, I have to admit that, well, I could be wrong to doubt again.

It is humbling. But it’s a hopeful humility that’s growing in me. Here are a few items on my “surprises” list:

Aware that each year forested land the size of Costa Rica is destroyed, in 2006 the UN’s Plant for the Planet campaign set a global goal of planting 1 billion trees a year, starting in 2007. Way too ambitious, I thought, but I wished them the best.

Was I off! By early 2011 the campaign had surpassed 11 billion—that’s 1.6 trees for every person on earth .29 Skeptics tell me, “Oh, sure, but a lot won’t survive.” And I say to them, not only has the UN Environment Program taken some loss of trees into account, but, hey, even if a big share of the trees fail, this achievement is extraordinary.

Ethiopia alone can boast one billion of them. Over the twentieth century, tree cover in that country had shrunk from roughly 40 percent to just 3 percent. This drastic loss triggered government action encouraging  all citizens to plant trees. With a lot of help from the nation’s Boy Scouts, over 1.5 billion indigenous tree seedlings were transplanted to speed the effort.30

Ready to add your own tree to the global 11 billion? You can register it at the UN Environment Program’s website.31

Why is it impossible? We have got 80 million people. If everybody gets up and works, this is not impossible at all.

—Girma Wolde Giorgis, 
president of Ethiopia, 
2009



And there’s Bogotá, Colombia, which for too many Americans only conjures up scary drug wars. But since 2000, in this city of more than 8 million, fancy new buses on dedicated corridors handle 1.5 million trips a day.32 Passengers board through enclosed stations and swipe cards in turnstiles, so the system feels like an above ground subway. Called TransMilenio, it’s enabled Bogotá to get 7,000 small, private buses off the streets and to cut the use of bus fuel, thus its emissions, by roughly 60 percent.33 TransMilenio’s initiating mayor, Enrique Peñalosa, also oversaw the creation of extensive bike lanes, 1,200 new parks, and many other public facilities.

And surprising everyone, these big changes were accompanied by a drastic drop of about 75 percent in the city’s murder rate.34 One explanation is that rising trust in city government, having proven itself capable and responsive, made citizens more willing to cooperate with police in preventing and prosecuting crime. And many more families enjoying the outdoors together—possible because of the new parks and walking and biking corridors—probably helped too. Bogotá’s striking success has sparked copycats: So far, thirty-seven nations have sent teams there to explore how the city did it, and five Latin American cities have transformed their own bus systems.35

Or how about Chattanooga, Tennessee, certainly nobody’s pick to become an environmental standard setter?

In this gritty industrial city—deemed to have the nation’s worst air quality in the 1960s—drivers had to turn on their headlights in midday. But from its early commitment to citizen involvement, starting in 1984, the city’s turnaround has involved thousands of citizens, sitting together to discuss and set goals for their economic and environmental future. The process, called “visioning,” helped cut greenhouse gas emissions by the city’s transportation fleet by 29 percent, in part due to free downtown electric buses serving a million riders a year.36 Next in sight are a zero-emissions eco-industrial park and a grass-roofed convention center.

Now, I’d be the last to question whether Chattanooga can do it.

And if that city’s speedy environmental resurrection surprises you, consider Pittsburgh. As its polluting steel economy faltered in the 1970s, Pittsburgh made “green” buildings part of its revitalization plan. By 2007 it was ranked as the tenth-cleanest city in the world .37

And don’t forget Germany, a global green leader popping up often in this book. In the early 1990s, Germany had virtually no renewable energy, but it’s now on track to get 35 percent of its electricity from green sources in ten years.38

I also remind myself of the dramatic takeoff of fair trade, in which shoppers’ choices help ensure living wages and ecological sustainability. It’s emerged in no time—just a couple decades. Keeping in mind how much the Brits must shell out in their ubiquitous pubs, let this measure of fair trade’s impact soak in: In 2005, sales in the UK of fair-trade goods—for example, one in four bananas sold—and in what Brits call the “ethical sector” were greater than alcohol and tobacco sales !39

Or consider the land reform movement in Brazil that I mentioned earlier. Its 1.5 million members have created 2,000 new democratically organized communities, with new farms and businesses, many of them organic. Thirty years ago I would have placed Brazil among the least likely to engage in serious land redistribution. Now it is a world leader.40

I was really wrong.

And I guess I just have to get used to it. For the eco-mind, the one thing that should never surprise is a surprise. The eco-mind sees life as continuous change, with numerous forces interacting to shape any given moment’s unfolding.

How freeing. For me this means that it is not possible to know what’s possible. We are free to follow our curiosity, digging deeper, taking the next step, never, ever able to predict outcome. Like Tyler Hess, a student I met  recently at DePauw University, who, with others, had collected nine hundred signatures in a month calling for a campus ban on bottled water. He didn’t know whether the administration would go along. It did.

Tyler didn’t know whether his school’s ban would trigger other Indiana schools to join in. He didn’t know whether US college and university actions would then ignite national reaction against this ecological nightmare. And he still doesn’t know. But he does know that without his action, the next and the next would be less likely.

With an eco-mind, we keep moving, but not in random motion. So “following our curiosity” doesn’t quite describe it. We pursue our curiosity, fervently, persistently, asking, Why? In our pursuit of how and why we got into in this mess, causal patterns become ever clearer, and we can weave that understanding into our choices.

We do what we love but with ever more clarity—and guts.




UPPING OUR COURAGE QUOTIENT 

But how do we get more guts?

For me, the idea of thinking like an ecosystem can stir warm feelings—not necessarily braveheartedness. I imagine myself resting on soft pine needles gazing into a dense forest, my body thanking me by becoming healthier each minute, but I also know that much of the challenge we humans face isn’t so warm and fuzzy. Yes, it’s now shown, we evolved to respond to nature, to cooperate, to empathize, to need to feel useful, and to yearn for meaning in our lives—all this good stuff.

But we’re also—and I might as well be blunt—cowards. Most of us are, anyway.

I hope you are not offended. Please let me explain.

I mean that, yes, it’s true, many of us would rush into that burning building to save a stranger. Yet, precisely because we are so social by nature, so densely embedded in community ties, just about the scariest thing for most of us is to be different. We evolved in tribes, after all, and there we learned we were totally dependent on the group. Banishment meant death.

But today our tribe is taking us down. The hypertribe, the global culture of intimidating, centralized, corporate dominance driven by a myopic  “one-rule” market failing to register real costs, is headed right over Victoria Falls. If we just cling to the canoe, we’re done for; if we don’t jump overboard or convince the crew to head rapidly to shore, we all die.

But breaking with the pack in this way is terrifying for humans. The fear response is of course supposed to help us survive. So here lies a startling question: Could we be the only species for which fear works against our survival?

If so, to make this shift to live within an ecological worldview, we have to reframe not just environmental messages but fear itself. Among all the human traits we need to cultivate, we must place first what I now call “civil courage.” I first heard this great term in a lecture by professor Otto Herz in Leipzig, Germany, in May 2009.

Earlier that same day I was enjoying a quick tour of this beautiful city when my young guide excitedly pointed to the church of St. Nicolai. In Leipzig, that’s where it began, she told me. That church played a key role in bringing down the Berlin Wall.

I was startled. I had never heard that Leipzig, much less this church, was part of the fall of the Wall, on November 9, 1989, leading to the collapse of the Soviet Union and changing the world forever.

Oh, yes, she went on, this is where people began to gather. By early October, protesters in and near the church had swelled to some 70,000. In other German cities, similar protests began.

Now let me continue the story, not through my guide, who was too young to remember, but through Markus Laegel, a fourteen-year-old writing in 1989 of his and his parents’ experience:Thousands of people gather. They’re here to pray. They’re praying for peace. The prayer is set to start at 6 p.m. The idea is to use the Nicolai church, but that’s already full and it’s still only four o’clock. We go down to the church of St. Thomas. That’s full too, but we manage to find a space. Mum, Dad and me. We’re a family. Not just us, but everyone. Everyone in EVERY church at that moment.





Markus then quotes a minister’s words to describe what is unfolding. “When you hold a candle you need both hands. You have to guard the flame. . . . You can’t hold a stone or a club at the same time. . . . The army,  fighting patrols and police were drawn in, started conversations and retreated.”

And then he continues:Thousands of people . . . lay their candles at the feet of the armed soldiers and police. The steps of the Stasi [state security] building—the organization that spied on, abused and sold people out—are now awash with candles. It looks like a river of peace and light.41





Exactly four weeks after Markus wrote this account, the Berlin Wall fell, and soon thereafter a leader in the collapsed East German regime, Horst Sindermann, acknowledged, “We had planned everything. We were prepared for any eventuality. Any except for candles and prayers.”42

How do you feel reading this account? And how did you feel in early 2011 when the Middle East began to break open as everyday people stood up against autocrats? What is your explanation for how regular citizens—most of whom had zipped their lips under totalitarian or autocratic control for decades—could bring down, some peaceably, those among our era’s most ruthless rulers?

I share Markus’s story because we each need to answer this question. First, we need to believe that potential courage—civil courage—is in each of us. And second, we need a theory of how to tap it. Civil courage is different from physical bravery—although it sometimes calls for exactly that too. It is the capacity to do what is right regardless, even if we have to stand alone: For even if ultimately tens of thousands joined in, these extraordinary actions depended on the courage of the first few willing to step up, to be different.

My argument is that humans are plenty good enough. But we do need to work on one thing: more backbone. For when put to the test, most of us will betray ourselves before we will stray from the group. In famous experiments by Solomon Asch, most subjects went along with the group’s opinion even when it defied what their own eyes were telling them.43 Note that often all it took was one truth-teller, however, to enable people to be true to themselves. So even in everyday situations, James Surowiecki underscores in The Wisdom of Crowds, “one key to successful  group decisions is getting people to pay much less attention to what everyone else is saying.”44

Fortunately, we are not destined by instinct to shrink from things that scare us. We can use the power of ideas to trump instinct. For the sake of an idea, we see humans overriding biological impulses all the time. Extreme examples include denying oneself food in a hunger strike for the sake of the principle of justice or the horrifying example of murdering an offspring for the sake of the idea of honor.

So why not put the power of ideas to work toward enabling life on earth?

Fear itself is in part an idea. It doesn’t have to hold us hostage, and in You Have the Power, coauthor Jeffrey Perkins and I offer seven ways to break free. The first is to recognize that while we often interpret fear as a verdict—telling us that we’re in the wrong place, doing the wrong thing—we can redefine fear. We can understand it simply as information and energy that we can use as we choose.

If stepping out, speaking out, causes our body’s fear sensations to flare, why not reinterpret them as a signal? Perhaps a signal telling us we are doing exactly what we should be doing for our own greatest happiness and the planet’s.

That pounding heart? Why not rethink it as “inner applause”?

We can use our social nature to our advantage too. As Asch’s experiments confirm, often all it takes is one single ally to enable us to stay true to ourselves. Knowing this, we can choose to seek out those who share our passion, those who encourage us to risk for what we believe in.

In a 2008 University of Virginia study, students with weighted backpacks were put at the foot of a hill and asked to estimate how steep it was. Some subjects stood next to friends; others stood alone. Students with friends next to them estimated the hill to be less steep than did those standing by themselves, and “the longer a friend was known, the less steep the hill appeared.”45

Buddies matter.

And recent findings in neuroscience suggest that we have more power than we’d ever imagined both to gain courage from others and to give it. When we are only observing another’s actions, it turns out that “mirror  neurons” in our brains fire as if we were actually performing the observed actions ourselves.46

The implications of this finding are stunning. From the simple act of our walking into a grocery store with cloth bag in hand to the gutsy dignity of Egyptians peacefully protesting in Tahrir Square, our actions are actually experienced by, and therefore shaping, anyone observing us.

We are not individuals who form relationships. We are social animals . . . who emerge out of relationships.

—David Brooks, 
New York Times columnist, 
March 7, 2011



So we can consciously use our knowledge of mirror neurons to gain courage. Since we form ourselves in large part through the people we choose to bring into our lives, we can choose our buddies well. We can choose to associate with those more courageous than we. By observing our everyday heroes, we experience courageousness and perhaps become gutsier ourselves. Pretty amazing.

But when Tyler, the young plastic-bottle resister at DePauw, heard me make this point, he smiled. “Don’t forget, it’s not just other people who are watching. We’re watching ourselves too,” he told me.

So true. When we observe ourselves taking a stand for what we believe in, doing something risky or just new, our view of ourselves changes forever. Throughout my life, every time I’ve made a change that aligns with the world I want—whether it’s nervously going door to door in a political campaign or choosing a planet-friendly diet—I feel a bit more convincing to myself. A bit more powerful. A bit more of a believer that we all can change. For, think about it. How could we ever believe “the world” can change if we don’t experience ourselves changing? And that involves risk—and therefore fear.

An executive coach on trust and fear recently explained his technique for putting fear in its place. I like it. Robert Porter Lynch of the Warren Company, sitting next to me and talking fast on a short flight from Canada, told me that he asks clients to draw two circles, one the size of their fear, the second the size of their passion. “Then I tell them, ‘As long as your passion circle is bigger than your fear circle, you’re fine. You can achieve what you want.’”47

I believe we can trust that as we fuel our passion—as we go with it and grow it—our fears will recede in direct proportion.




RETHINKING POWER 

As you now know, over time I’ve become more and more convinced that the frames we hold are potent. They determine, quite literally, what we see, what we cannot see, and therefore what we believe is possible. If I’m right that building our civil courage and creative power is critical for our species in this moment, then, as with fear, it’s probably smart to ponder our ideas about power too.

The fate of Easter Islanders is a cautionary tale. They became an icon of environmental stupidity after Jared Diamond recounted in Collapse how wiping out their own forests brought down their civilization.48 Historians ferociously debate the many forces, including invasion and disease, at work in their demise, but Easter Islanders were probably not ecologically dumb in any simple sense. Their reigning ideas did, though, give them other priorities than saving trees: One was their idea of power, which islanders long defined and upheld through the creation of, over time, almost nine hundred giant—some of eighty tons or more!—stone statues. Building racks to move these humongous symbols of strength likely required a lot of wood.

So Easter Islanders’ idea of power must have been at least one key element doing them in. And for a long time, I’ve been worried about our ideas about power too, worried that the prevailing environmental frame distracts us from focusing on relationships of power and feeds our ultimate disempowerment—despair, the one luxury we surely cannot afford.

I’m worried that too often our very idea of power is disempowering.

Most of us have absorbed the notion that power is bad. Hear “power,” and we immediately think coercion, force, elitism, domination. But it all depends. “Power,” in its Latin root, means simply the capacity to act. If, to turn our planet toward life, we need more and more of us to exert power even more energetically and thoughtfully, but we are turned off by the very concept of power . . . then that’s a problem.

So let’s rethink.

What is power? Power is creating. It is making things happen. And it is perhaps the most underappreciated human need. Most experts on what we need to be happy, beyond physical needs, stress the importance of satisfying personal relationships, security, and meaning. But Erich Fromm gets it right in my view. Of humanity he writes,[Man] is driven to make his imprint on the world, to transform and to change, and not only to be transformed and changed. This human need is expressed in the early cave drawings, in all the arts, in work, and in sexuality. All these activities are the result of man’s capacity to direct his will toward a goal and to sustain his effort until the goal is reached.





And if we can’t make our “imprint” positively, says Fromm, we try something else: “If . . . man is not able to act [he attempts] to restore his capacity. . . . One way is to submit to and identify with a person or group having power.... The other way . . . [is] to destroy.”49

So the question for our species becomes, Can we consciously reframe this deep need for agency in ways that align with the laws of life? Can we shift from control as the primary expression of power and experience power as co-creating with nature?

Co-creating power takes discipline. And I don’t simply mean remembering to do our part by turning out the lights. I mean mental discipline—continually examining our own assumptions and refusing to go on repeating messages that make us feel virtuous, or release our anger, but ultimately don’t work. It means staying open and keeping in touch with our inner two-year-old’s “why?”

Such creative power is expanding in part through largely unseen but growing citizen organizations, including Kentuckians for the Commonwealth (KFTC), whose 5,000 plus members take on challenges from toxic dumping to making government more open; in 2010, they were key to halting a new coal plant in their state. Jean True, a KFTC leader the 1990s, told me, “I was home raising kids for ten years. I didn’t know anything about politics. I thought my only job was to vote.”

When I asked Jean to tell me why she joined KFTC, she responded, “It’s just the fun! That you can get together some regular people, go to  the capitol, and make changes in state policy. . . . We have a great time going toe to toe and head to head with state legislators. We sometimes know more than they do! It’s the fun of power—the ant knocking over the buffalo.”

On the other side of the world in the year 2000, I danced with women in a Kenyan village, feeling the exuberant happiness in their newfound power as village tree planters—part of the Greenbelt Movement that has planted 40 million trees.

So, accomplishing humanity’s biggest-ever feat may just depend on our shedding the myths now stripping us of power and, with the exuberance of dancing Kenyan tree planters, joining in Jean True’s kind of power.

We can do it.

We can do it if we do the work, the good work of checking our failing frames at the door and walking into a new space. There, in our ecological home, everything is connected, so there’s no possibility of throwing something “away”—whether a greenhouse gas or the plastic bag CVS just tried to hand me.

Equally true, within an ecological worldview, we’re all implicated. The notion of power as a divisible pie—“if he has it, I don’t”—dissolves and we see that no one is without power. Even entities as vast as the US Pentagon or as wealthy as Exxon, with its $1,400-a-minute profit, are being shaped moment to moment through our own assumptions about what’s possible and by our daily roles in this magnificent drama.

So we have no choice about whether to change the world. We are changing it every day. The choice is only whether our acts contribute to the world we want . . . or not.

Recognizing our power, we can be tough. We can challenge any message telling us we can’t have real democracy, so just give up on government, or scolding us for being greedy or apathetic, when most of us want to be part of the solution. We can imagine ourselves like those in the Leipzig church who defied the Stasi, and even like their fellow Germans in Berlin, who—spurred on by their countrymen’s courage—started chipping away at the Wall itself.

Sure, I realize that it may be even tougher to perceive and bring down the thought walls that blind us to solutions and freeze us in despair. Yet,  as we take out our chisels, we may experience a surprise similar to what Markus’s family felt that fateful night in Leipzig—that as we ourselves step out, our allies just keep multiplying.

And with them, in this everyday rethinking of assumptions that no longer fit reality, perhaps we will discover that it is finally, in this century’s very challenge to life itself, that humanity comes to realize its own true nature. And comes to see that we are indeed part of nature, not alone, and even to accept and trust ourselves—knowing that we’ve evolved precisely the capacities we need now, along with ever-greater clarity on the conditions essential to set them free.

What a huge relief.

Together we can create ways of framing our struggle that align with nature, including our own, so as to speed an evolving and immensely liberating ecology of hope. And then, who knows, we may soon come to perceive anything less as a betrayal of the distinguishing trait of our species—our power to imagine and therefore to create.

It will take big, creative imaginations for us to evolve to the next step. Imagination is not fed by fear, but by beauty. . . . Greater than our knowledge of a thing, is a sense of wonder. And, out of that wonder, curiosity, and from that curiosity, a seed of creation.

 

—Susan Osborn, singer and songwriter50







CULTIVATING THE ECOMIND: MOVING INTO ACTION

THOUGHT LEAPS FOR THE ECO-MIND

 

LEXICON FOR THE ECO-MIND

 

UPPING OUR CIVIL COURAGE: THE POWER OF PUTTING OUR ECO-MINDS INTO ACTION

 

MAKING OUR OWN CONNECTIONS

 

CONNECTING WITH OTHER ORGANIZATIONS AND CAMPAIGNS THAT ARE . . .

Engaging citizens in the work of planet healing

Working to involve citizens and remove the power of private wealth in our democracy

Engaging citizens in reclaiming our democracy



SOME FAVORITE READING: BOOKS, MAGAZINES, AND WEBSITES FOR THE ECO-MIND




THOUGHT LEAPS FOR THE ECO-MIND 

Thought Trap 1: Endless growth is destroying our beautiful planet, so we must shift to no-growth economies.

Thought Leap 1: Since what we’ve been calling “growth” leads to so much waste, let’s call it what it is—an economics of waste and destruction. Then let’s probe why. Dropping the distracting “growth-versus-no-growth” debate, we can embrace qualitative notions of where we want to go, choosing terms like “flourishing,” and “genuine progress” that focus our minds on enhancing health, happiness, ecological vitality, resiliency, and the dispersion of social power.

 

Thought Trap 2: Out-of-control shopping is overtaxing natural resources.

Thought Leap 2: Let’s not confuse symptom with cause. “Consumerism”—too much stuff!—is largely a symptom of forces denying us choice. Let’s go for real choice, as we delink what’s become an automatic association between buying things, on the one hand, and enjoying luxury, comfort, and satisfaction, on the other. Together let’s imagine and create real luxury—rich, stimulating, and beautiful lives honoring the laws of nature.

 

Thought Trap 3: We’ve had it too good! We must “power down” and learn to live within the limits of a finite planet.

Thought Leap 3: Because most people know they weren’t invited to the Too Good party, the message of limits falls flat. An effective and ecologically attuned goal is not about more or less. Moving from fixation on quantities, our focus shifts to what brings health, ease, joy, creativity—more life. These qualities arise as we align with the rules of nature so that our real needs are met as the planet flourishes.

 

Thought Trap 4: Humans are greedy, selfish, competitive materialists. We have to overcome these aspects of ourselves if we hope to survive. Thought Leap 4: Sure, we can be awful. But here’s the key to our future: We have also evolved deep capacities for cooperation, empathy, fairness, efficacy, meaning, and creativity. We can’t change human nature, but that’s OK. We can change the norms and rules of our societies to keep  negative human potential in check and to elicit these powerful, positive qualities we most need now. Let’s focus there with laser intensity.

 

Thought Trap 5: Because humans—especially Americans—naturally hate rules and love freedom, we have to find the best ways to coerce people to do the right thing to save our planet.

Thought Leap 5: The nature of nature is rules, and humans love rules that enhance our sense of belonging and that give structure and meaning to our lives. They work and take hold quickly when people feel engaged in shaping them and when they make sense to us. Knowing all this, we can go beyond rules that limit harm and establish ground rules that avoid harm to begin with.

 

Thought Trap 6: Now thoroughly urbanized and technology-addicted, we’ve become so disconnected from nature that it’s pretty hopeless to think most people could ever become real environmentalists.

Thought Leap 6: We can count on one thing for sure: Humans evolved to love nature. So city dwellers, too, can and are rediscovering this natural connection, finding that it enhances our health, learning, and fun. As we reconnect with nature, it’s likely that support for public action to heal the natural world will grow too.

 

Thought Trap 7: It’s too late! Human beings have so far overshot what nature can handle that we’re beyond the point of no return. Democracy has failed—it’s taking way too long to face the crisis. And because big corporations hold so much power, real democracy, answering to us and able to take decisive action, is a pipe dream.

Thought Leap 7: It’s not too late for life. And its flourishing depends on democracy attuned to all we now know of our nature and with what history teaches: that centralized power cannot lead to the sustained good of the whole. Plus, today’s crises are so interrelated, vast in scope, and complex that solutions depend on tapping the direct experience, common sense, and passion of people most affected. And that’s billions of us! With the buy-in that comes with having a real voice, most of us want to contribute to solutions that turn our planet toward life. So the “mother of all  issues” is removing the power of concentrated wealth over public decision making and infusing voices of empowered citizens in all arenas of public life. It’s beginning in surprising places.




LEXICON FOR THE ECO-MIND 

If we wish to renew our solidarity with the sensuous earth, then we shall have to learn to speak in some new ways . . . to speak more in accordance with our animal senses.

—David Abram, “The Invisibles,” Parabola Magazine, 2006

• From staying within the limits of nature to aligning with nature
• From economies of waste and destruction to economies enhancing life
• From freedom as “get out of my way” to freedom as power in a Living Democracy
• From privately held government to publicly accountable government
• From one-rule economies, leading inexorably to unfair concentration, to economies kept open and fair via democratically chosen rules
• From “free market” as the free rein of corporations monopolizing power to “free market” as the freedom of all to participate in the market
• From the assumption of scarcity of goods and goodness to the premise of possibility
• From debating the goodness of human nature to recognizing the goodness in human nature to be tapped for positive ends
• From overcoming human nature to aligning societies’ rules with human nature—the good, the bad, and the ugly
• From separateness in which we’re either givers or receivers to connectedness in which we’re always both 
• From the “blame game” to the assumption of mutual accountability
• From nature as merely divisible property to nature as a commons in our common care
• From power as control to power as our capacity to co-create
• From “random acts of sanity” to conscious acts building our democratic power
• From democracy as only a structure of government—Thin Democracy—to democracy as a rewarding way of life—Living Democracy
• From citizenship as simply the act of voting to citizenship as the satisfying lifelong practice of the arts of democracy
• From calling on others to become “better” people to encouraging and enabling oneself and others to be more creative and courageous
• From paralyzing despair to honest hope




UPPING OUR CIVIL COURAGE: THE POWER OF PUTTING OUR ECO-MINDS INTO ACTION 


Some Questions to Explore with Others 

Don’t read this book alone!

The power of connection: Who can I reach out to right now—friends, strangers, groups—to help keep me going? (In the following pages you’ll find brief introductions to organizations doing great work as well as sources for ongoing learning and inspiration.)

The power of curiosity: What have I just learned that most piques my curiosity and inspires me to learn more? How can I best pursue my curiosity?

The power of frame and language: What is one piece of my current mental map—my core assumptions about life—that limits me? How could I reframe it to free myself? What words do I use that keep my thinking mired in the world of separateness and lack? What are other terms I want to start using?

The power of action: What is one thing I learned in EcoMind that I want to act on right now to align my life with the world I want and make me more powerful?

The power of agitation: What most disturbed me in this book? How can I transform that disturbance into energy for action?

The power of self-awareness: What is an important strength I already have—knowledge, contacts, quality of my character—that I can share and further the emergence of Living Democracy? How do I grow my strengths? How do I use my strengths to empower others?

The power of daily attention: What is one change I can adopt right now that enriches my life because it reminds me every day of my embeddedness in nature?

The power of inspiration: Who are my heroes—my everyday heroes—and how can I bring them more fully into my life?

The power of embracing fear: What is one risk I could take now to enhance my creative power?

The power of organization: How can I incorporate eco-mind lessons into groups I’m part of? How can I join and strengthen other groups (perhaps among those described below) that are aligned with a frame of possibility?

Please share your thoughts and get more ideas at www.smallplanet.org.




MAKING OUR OWN CONNECTIONS 

Developing an eco-mind involves continuous, exciting change in which each and every one of us can be instigators. Meetup Everywhere, part of Meetup.com—with whom my partner, Richard Rowe, consults—is one simple online tool we’ve used to spark face-to-face gatherings for those eager to move from overwhelmed to taking on rewarding action. Consider forming your own eco-mind thought-to-action discussion group. I hope the previous questions provide good jumping-off points.

And please visit smallplanet.org to join online discussion about ecomind ideas and how to translate them into action, share feedback on your group’s conversations, and find links to other great organizations.




CONNECTING WITH ORGANIZATIONS AND CAMPAIGNS THAT ARE . . . 

Here is a start. Enjoy!

 

Engaging Citizens in the Work of Planet Healing

350. org. Founded by renowned author Bill McKibben, 350.org works to build a global movement of the scale needed to meet the climate challenge. The number 350 refers to the level of parts per million of CO2 in our atmosphere that many scientists identify as the safe limit. In 2010, 350.org inspired more than 7,000 climate-solution events in 187 countries. www.350.org

Alliance for Climate Education. Since 2009, the Alliance for Climate Education has reached over 700,000 students at over 1,200 schools across the country, inspiring them to form hundreds of clubs to take on climate projects. The University of Chicago Lab School Action Team, for example, organized its community to recycle over 22,000 pounds of e-waste. My godson Matt Lappé helps to lead this fantastic outfit. www.acespace.org

American Sustainable Business Council. Partners in this advocacy coalition are over 60,000 businesses and social enterprises, plus more than 150,000 individuals—all working for public policies that support a vibrant, just, and sustainable economy. It advocates, for example, expansion of green jobs and an end to corporate tax-haven abuse. www.asbcouncil.org

Business Alliance for Local Living Economies. Featured in Thought 1 as a leader in democratizing economic life, BALLE has grown to eighty community networks of over 22,000 independent businesses in the United States and Canada. BALLE supports “Local First” campaigns to vitalize communities by strengthening socially responsible, independent businesses. www.livingeconomies.org

Campus Climate Challenge. Connecting more than thirty leading youth organizations across North America, Campus Climate Challenge works for 100 percent clean-energy policies in high schools and on college campuses. During its 2007 Campus Climate Challenge, a week of  events on nearly six hundred campuses in forty-nine states and eight Canadian provinces, more than 50,000 students spoke out for action on climate change. www.climatechallenge.org

Center for Ecoliteracy. The Center for Ecoliteracy helps educators apply ecological thinking and practice from English classroom to garden. It advances education for sustainable living through books and teaching guides—many available on its website—as well as professional development seminars, a sustainability leadership academy, keynote presentations, and consulting. Its pioneering work has promoted school gardens and school lunches. www.ecoliteracy.org

Cloud Institute for Sustainable Education. Works with K–12 schools to develop and spread learning materials and teaching approaches that inspire and prepare young people to shape a society committed to sustainable development. www.cloudinstitute.org

Corporate Accountability International. For nearly thirty-five years, Corporate Accountability International (formerly Infact) has run highly effective campaigns to save lives, protect public health, and preserve the environment. Its campaigns have compelled dramatic changes in corporate conduct, from curbing the life-threatening marketing of infant formula in the developing world to securing strong new global protections against the marketing of tobacco products to children. The organization works to protect water resources, guarantee universal access to clean drinking water, and promote the long-term viability of public water systems. Its Challenging Corporate Abuse of Our Food campaign is helping to reverse the deadly epidemic of diet-related disease. www.stopcorporateabuse.org

Earth Circles. Earth Circles are six to ten engaged citizens who come together to share their environmental concerns in small, self-facilitated groups in their neighborhoods, schools, communities, workplaces, and faith groups. The Earth Circles workbook offers a series of concrete suggestions for participants to focus on the environmental challenges of their locale and translate their sustainability concerns into empowering action. www.earth-circles.org

EcoLogic Development Fund. Featured in the final chapter for its agroecological work in Guatemala, this empowering organization works with communities to foster sustainable livelihoods while at the same time protecting biodiversity. In Central America and Mexico, it helps poor, rural communities take charge of managing local natural resources, enabling local partners to become environmental stewards of the land. www.ecologic.org

Food Democracy Now! Food Democracy Now! is a grassroots organization, launched in 2008, to address our failing food system. Its aim: equal access to healthy food and respect for the dignity of the farmers and farm workers producing food sustainably. In December 2010, Food Democracy Now! delivered more than 200,000 public comments to the Department of Justice and USDA asking that they end monopoly abuses in food and agriculture. www.fooddemocracynow.org

Friends of the Earth. Since 1969, these progressive environmental activists have promoted clean energy and solutions to climate change, as well as safe and sustainable food and healthy marine ecosystems. Friends of the Earth has prevented 150 destructive dam and water projects ; its campaigns have resulted in an increase of $17 billion for public transportation, and $50 billion less in government spending for nuclear facilities. www.foe.org

Grassroots International. Understanding “development” as partnership, for three decades Grassroots has worked shoulder to shoulder with initiatives of peasants, family farmers, women, and indigenous groups through grant making, education, and advocacy. It works internationally and with US activists, allies, and donors to build a global movement for the human right to land, water, and food and to remove obstacles in the path of people working for food democracy and dignity. www.grassrootsonline.org

Green for All. A national organization, Green for All works to build the green economy, with equal access to green jobs for all. In 2009, a Green for All–assembled coalition ensured that clean-energy opportunities for vulnerable communities were in the Climate Bill passed by the U.S. House of Representatives. www.greenforall.org

Local Harvest. This great website connects individuals with local farmers’ markets, community gardens, family farms, and other sources of sustainably grown food. Type in your zip code to find the wealth of local, healthy food resources near you. www.localharvest.org

Natural Step. Since 1989, the Natural Step has been a pioneer in helping businesses and institutions—from Nike and IKEA to the US Marines—and communities integrate sustainability principles into their core strategies,  decisions, and operations. It provides education and training to build organizational capacity for sustainable solutions. www.thenaturalstep.org and www.thenaturalstep.org/en/usa

PowerShift/Energy Action Coalition. Yet another movement fueled by the power of youth, this coalition of more than fifty youth-led environmental and social justice organizations works for “bold action on climate and energy” now. It has convened three national youth climate summits, known as PowerShift, bringing as many as 10,000 young leaders to Washington, DC, for common action. www.wearepowershift09.org

Rainforest Action Network (RAN). A national leader addressing many of this book’s themes—from global warming to rain forest protection, from clean energy and human rights to sustainable economies. It got twenty fashion giants, for example, Gucci Group, Tiffany & Co., Hugo Boss, and H&M, to agree to stop buying paper from Asia Pulp and Paper, a company responsible for a colossal share of rainforest loss in Indonesia. Anna Lappé is a member of the board. www.ran.org

Real Food Challenge. This exciting effort is working to leverage the purchasing power of university campuses to help generate a just and sustainable food system. Its goal is to increase the amount of “green” foods purchased by colleges to 20 percent by 2020. Launched in 2009, it has already brought over three hundred schools on board. It succeeded in replacing Panda Express with a student-run co-op at the University of California, Berkeley. www.realfoodchallenge.org

Jane Goodall’s Roots & Shoots. Initiated in Tanzania with twelve high school students twenty years ago, this movement has grown into a global environmental and humanitarian network involving tens of thousands of young people of all ages in more than 125 countries. It is youthdriven and members are empowered to choose projects and take action to make the world a better place for people, animals, and the environment. They acquire leadership skills, develop a global perspective, and seek ways to promote peace with each other and the natural world. www.rootsandshoots.org

Sierra Club. With over 1.4 million members, the Sierra Club is the oldest and largest US environmental organization. It works to reverse global warming and increase our renewable energy. In 2011 in Illinois, it helped  achieve the veto of two bills that would have forced natural gas consumers to bear the expenses from two new coal plants that process coal into a synthetic form of natural gas. www.sierraclub.org

Slow Food. Slow Food boasts 100,000 members in 150 countries “helping people understand the importance of caring about where their food comes from, who makes it and how it’s made.” In the US, Slow Food has partnered with schools to bring fresh and organic foods to students from kindergarten to college. The Small Planet Institute teamed up with Slow Food to create fact-filled “table tents” college students and others can use to share key facts about food-related energy and climate challenges. www.slowfood.com

Transition Movement. Across the globe, roughly four hundred “official” Transition Initiatives, and many more affiliated communities, are part of the Transition Movement, a vibrant, grassroots effort that began in the UK in 2006. Taking root from New Zealand and South Africa to the US, it is uniting citizens to transform the climate and energy challenges into community life that is more abundant, fulfilling, equitable, and socially connected. Does your town have a Transition Initiative? www.transitionnetwork.org and www.transitionus.org

World Social Forum and US Social Forum. The World Social Forum is an open meeting drawing hundreds of thousands of people together annually since 2001. Social movements, networks, and civil society organizations share their thinking and ideas about solutions to the world’s ecological and economic crises. Two US Social Forums—in 2007 and 2010—gathered tens of thousands. May they continue. www.forumsocialmundial.org and www.ussf2010.org Find new action pals: As noted above, through online tools like Meetup.com, you can announce your interest and meet others for learning and action.






Working to Involve Citizens and Remove the Power of Private Wealth in Our Democracy 

Americans for Campaign Reform. A bipartisan initiative and a nonprofit group, Americans for Campaign Reform works to achieve voluntary  public funding of national elections. It’s helped further citizens’ and legislators’ support for the Fair Elections Now Act, which gained many co-sponsors in the House in 2010. www.acrreform.org

Coffee Party. Founded in 2010, the Coffee Party is creating, through its chapters, welcoming meeting places for those with diverse backgrounds and views to join in common action to strengthen our democracy. Participants are encouraged to make a “civility pledge” so that communication remains respectful. The Coffee Party actively involves its participants in deciding on the focus of its work, and overwhelmingly Coffee Partiers have chosen as a top priority getting money out of politics via public financing. www.coffeepartyusa.com

Common Cause. For decades Common Cause has served as a watchdog to ensure that government supports the common good. It helped to bring about the creation of the independent Office of Congressional Ethics, which leads investigations in response to complaints or concerns about House member conduct. www.commoncause.org

DEMOS. Through research, publishing, and advocacy, DEMOS works to influence public debate toward creating a more inclusive and vibrant political democracy and economy. www.demos.org

Fix Congress First. This organization’s all-important mission is to free our politicians from the grip of special interests through new Fair Elections legislation. Working with others, including Public Citizen, Open Congress, Democracy Matters, and many others, it encourages politicians to agree to small-dollar citizen funding and public financing of elections. www.fixcongressfirst.org

Public Campaign. You can turn to this nonpartisan group to find out what is happening on implementing voluntary public financing (“clean” elections) in your state. Since the late 1990s, Public Campaign has helped more than a dozen states, including Arizona, Maine, New Jersey, North Carolina, and Oregon, achieve cleaner and fairer elections. www.publicampaign.org


Engaging Citizens in Reclaiming Our Democracy Groups Creating New Ways to Empower Citizen Voices 

AmericaSpeaks. This nonpartisan, nonprofit organization offers proven methods for large-group discussion and decision making in which  all can feel heard without manipulation or bias. AmericaSpeaks has helped more than 160,000 citizens make tough choices and become involved in problem solving in their communities. www.americaspeaks.com

Center for Deliberative Democracy. The Center for Deliberative Democracy, housed in the Department of Communication at Stanford University, developed and promotes Deliberative Polling, a process in which a representative sample of citizens discusses a critical issue, with the help of trained moderators and carefully balanced briefing materials. Before and afterward, a poll is conducted to show how the process affected the participants’ views on public issues. http://cdd.stanford.edu

Co-Intelligence Institute. Co-intelligence is founded on wholeness, collaboration, and creativity. The institute applies these values to democratic renewal and meeting national and global crises to achieve sustainable cultures. www.co-intelligence.org

National Coalition for Dialogue and Deliberation. With fourteen hundred organizations and individuals, NCDD promotes collaborating among practitoners, leaders, scholars, and groups, using dialogue and deliberation to tackle society’s challenges. www.thataway.org

Everyday Democracy. This leader in community problem solving enables people of all backgrounds and views to talk together in facilitated study circles so they can work through issues and take action. Since 1989, Everyday Democracy has worked with more than six hundred communities on challenges ranging from racial inequality to poverty to violence. www.everyday-democracy.org

 

Groups Focusing on Cultivating the Arts of Democracy

Center for Nonviolent Communication. An international training and consulting group offering an approach to communication that enables people to “peacefully and effectively resolve conflicts in personal, organizational, and political settings.” Active in over sixty-five countries, it seeks to develop more sustainable, compassionate human interactions, both personally and professionally. www.cnvc.org

Community at Work. A consulting group that “puts participatory values into practice,” Community at Work facilitates group decision making and studies the dynamics involved in reaching sustainable agreements.

The organization’s Facilitator’s Guide to Participatory Decision-Making and its training helped those creating the student-led sustainability course at University of California, Santa Cruz, mentioned in Thought 4. www.communityatwork.com

Dynamic Governance (DG)/Governance Alive. Here you can learn about a proven, practical method of inclusive, democratic decision making in complex organizations. Created in the Netherlands in the 1970s, DG is now proving effective not only in businesses but also in human-development organizations, cohousing communities, and families. www.governancealive.com
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Magazines

Adbusters (Canada): www.adbusters.org
New Internationalist (UK): www.newint.org
Ode (Netherlands): www.odemagazine.com
Resurgence (UK): www.resurgence.org
Solutions (US): www.thesolutionsjournal.com
Yes! (US): www.yesmagazine.org

 

Websites

BlueEconomy.de (in Germany) 
ClimateChangeNews.org
Commondreams.org
EWG.org (Environmental Working Group) 
FutureWeWant.org
Green.tv (in the UK) 
Grist.org
MakeMeSustainable.com
OntheCommons.org
PlanetChange.tv
TreeHugger.com
WorldFutureCouncil.org
YourOliveBranch.org
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big vs. small, divide of

economic recovery and

liberal view of

local corruption of

oversight by, lax

perceived as the problem

privately held, issue with

rules by, that work, examples of

subsidies from

trust/distrust of

Grassroots International

Great Recession

Great Tomato Plant Giveaway

Greater Boston Interfaith Organization

Greater Englewood Urban Agriculture Task Force

Greece

Green buildings, urban revitalization and

Green Collar Economy, The: How One Solution Can Fix Our Two Biggest Problems (Jones)

Green economy/economics

Green energy. See Renewable energy

Green for All

Green Revolution

Green silos

Greenbelt Movement

Greenhouse gas emissions

from farming and food production

and measuring progress

rate of

reduction in

Greenspan, Alan

Green.tv

Grieving

Grist.org

Gross domestic product (GDP)

Growing Home

Growing Power

Growth economies

built-in waste and destruction in

calls for a no-growth solution to

defining growth in, current way of

leap of thought involving

measurement and

moving beyond the debate over no-growth and

privately held government and

refocusing, on what matters

renaming

scarcity and waste connection in

thought trap involving

Guaisna, Guatemala

Guardian (newspaper)

Gucci Group

Guilt

Gulf of Mexico

Gurven, Michael

Güssing, Austria



H&M

Haas, Jonathan

Halstead, Ted

Hansen, James

Happiness, main sources of

Happy Planet Index

Hardin, Garrett

Harmony, principles of, learning the

See also Alignment

Harper, William R.

Harper’s (magazine)

Harvard Business School

Harvard Medical School

Harvard University

Hawaii

Hawken, Paul

Health

Health care

Health gap

Heart of Man, The (Fromm)

Heat

Heinberg, Richard

Helmuth, Chalene

Helpfulness

Heritage Foundation

Herskovitz, Marshall

Hertsgaard, Mark

Hess, Tyler

Hester, Randolph

Hitler, Adolph

HIV / AIDS

Holocaust

Home sizes

Hope

Hope in the Dark: Untold Stories, Wild Possibilities (Solnit)

Hope’s Edge (Lappé and Lappé)

Hopkins, Rob

Horowitz, David

Hot: Living Through the Next Fifty Years on Earth (Hertsgaard)

Hrdy, Sarah Blaffer

Hugo Boss

Human ancestors

Human nature

complexity of, accepting the, and getting real

democracy aligned with

democracy mal-aligned with

leap of thought involving

messages speaking to our

negative traits of

overview of

positive traits of, identifying and tapping into

rules and

thought trap involving

Human needs

Human rights

corporations afforded

Hungary

Hunger

Hydropower

Hypocognition



IBM

Iceland

Idaho

Ideas

dangerous

misleading, problem of

power of

questioning

Ideological divide, shifting focus from the

IKEA

Illinois

Imagination and creativity

“In Front of Your Nose” (Orwell)

Inclusion

Independents

India

Indian Point nuclear plant

Indiana

Indianapolis, Indiana

Indigenous people

Indonesia

Indus River, Pakistan

Industrial ecology

Industrialized world, history of the

Inequality, vast

See also Economic inequality

Infant death rate

Informal economy

Information technology

Inquisition

Insecurity

Insider code

Inspiration, obtaining, from everyday heroes

Intelligence factor

Interface Inc.

Interfaith House, Chicago

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change

International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)

International Court of Justice

International Energy Agency

International Monetary Fund

Intrinsic social value

Iowa State University

Iran

Iraq

Iraq war

Ireland

Italy

“It’s too late” lament

accountable governments rising up despite the

dignity and democracy that moves beyond the

doing democracy to address the

facing our privately held government and the

factual correctness of the

knowing what works and what doesn’t and the

leap of thought involving the

most worrisome deficit and the

overview of

rethinking democracy in response to the

thought trap involving

wisdom of crowds denying the



Jackson, Tim

Jacobs, Jane

Jane Goodall Institute

Japan

Jatropha tree, lesson of the

Jefferson Center

Jobs

Johns Hopkins Hospital

Johnson, Paul M.

Jones, Van

Journal of Peasant Studies

Judiciary Committee, Maine

Juniper, Tony



Kamel, Khaled

Kansas

Kasser, Tim

Kaufman, Frederick

Kenny, Paul J.

Kentuckians for the Commonwealth (KFTC)

Kenya

Kessler, David

King Arthur (company)

Kinsale, Ireland

Klein, Naomi

Kneese, A. V.

Koch, Charles

Koch, David

Koch Industries

Kristianstad, Sweden

Krugman, Paul

Kruse, Jane

Kuhn, Thomas

Kyoto Protocol

Kyushu Institute of Technology



Lab School Action Team

Labor movement

Lack, assumption of

See also Scarcity

Laegel, Markus

Lancet (journal)

Land reform movement

Landfills. See Garbage/landfills

Landless Workers Movement (MST)

Langer, Ellen

Lappé, Anna

Lappé, Marc

Lappé, Matt

Last Child in the Woods (Louv)

Latin America

Laulanié, Henri de

Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory

Learning, importance of

Libertarians

Liberty. See Freedom

Libya

Life

essence of

expanding understanding of

Life expectancy

Limits thinking

and fossil fuel freedom and enslavement

and hunger as teacher of the eco-mind

and keeping distributed social power

leap of thought involving

limits of

moving beyond, to alignment

overview of

possibilities and

reframing, with a different message and pathway

regreening and

and restoring a balancing cycle

thought trap involving

Limits to Growth (Meadows, Randers, and Meadows)

Listening, importance of

Listening Project

Livestock

Living Democracy

Lobbyists

Local economies

“Local First” movements

Local Harvest

Local rights, neglecting

Logging industry

London, England

Long, Michelle

Longevity gap

Los Angeles, California

Louv, Richard

Love, building on

Lovejoy, Owen

Lovelock, James

Lovins, Amory

Lovins, L. Hunter

Loy, David

Lucifer Effect, The (Zimbardo)

Lukensmeyer, Carolyn

Luxury, rethinking

Lynch, Robert Porter



Maathai, Wangari

Madison, Wisconsin

Maine

Malaria

Mali

Manhattan, New York

Manizales, Colombia

Market demand

Market design flaw

Market economy metaphor

Market mythology

Market rules

Marketplace (radio show)

Markets, view of

Marshall, John

Maryland

Mason, Edward S.

Massachusetts

Massey and Peabody

Materialism

See also Consumerism

Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology

Mayan farmers

McDonald’s

McDonough, William

McKibben, Bill

McKinsey & Company

Meadows, Donella H.

Meaning

Measuring progress

Meat/beef production. See Livestock

Media, the

Meetup Everywhere

Meetup.com

MeMeSustainable.com

Mendonça, Miguel

Mental illness

Mental leaps. See Thought leaps

Mental maps

Mental traps. See Thought traps

Messages, motivational, addressing

Metaphors

Mexico

Michigan

Middle East

Milgram, Stanley

Military-dominated economies

Milk and Honey Café

Miller, Victoria

Milwaukee, Wisconsin

Minimum wage

Minnesota

Mirkarimi, Ross

Mirror neurons

MIT scientists

Mitsubishi

Monaco

Money, Sex, War, Karma (Loy)

Monkey experiments

Monopolies

Monsanto Corporation

Moore, Frances

Moore, George

Morales, Evo

Morgan Stanley

Mortgage meltdown

Mothers and Others: The Evolutionary Origins of Mutual Understanding (Hrdy)

Motivation

Mubarak, Hosni

Music of Life, The (Noble)

Mutual accountability, need for/shift to. See Accountability

Myanmar

Mycelia



Naish, John

Naked Ape, The (Morris)

Nation (newspaper)

National Coalition for Dialogue and Deliberation

National Council for Science and the Environment

National Geographic (magazine)

National Public Radio (NPR)

National Renewable Energy Laboratory

Natural Capitalism (Hawken, Lovins and Lovins)

Natural gas

Natural laws

Natural Resources Council, Maine

Natural Step

Nature

access to

aligning human needs with

children’s experience with

denigrating

disconnect with, thought trap on the perceived

flows of energy in

innate connection with

leap of thought involving

legal rights of, recognizing the

longing for the immensity of, instilling a

restoring a balancing cycle in

rules of, taking cues from

Nature, human. See Human nature

Nature (journal)

Nature of Economies, The (Jacobs)

Navdanya network

NeighborGoods.net

Nestlé Corporation

Nestlé Waters North America

Netherlands

Neuroscience

New Economics Foundation

New Internationalist (magazine)

New Jersey

New Mexico

New York

New York Academy of Sciences

New York City

New York Times Magazine

New York Times (newspaper)

New Zealand

Newfield, Maine

Newsweek (magazine)

Newton, James

Next Generation Democracy (Duval)

Nickels, Greg

Niger

Nigeria

Nike

Nin, Ana s

No Child Left Inside Act

Noble, Denis

No-growth vs. growth economies, issue of. See Growth economies

Norquist, Grover

North Carolina

North Korea

Norway

Nuclear power



Oakland, California

Obama, Barack

Obesity

Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA)

Oceans

Ode (magazine)

Office of Congressional Ethics

Office of Surface Mining

Office of Sustainability

Ogallala aquifer

Ohio

Oil

dependency on

end of

enslaved by

price of

See also Fossil fuels

Oil industry

Oil spills

Oklahoma

On Kindness (Phillips and Taylor)

O’Neill, Tom

One-rule economics, problem with

OntheCommons.org

Open Congress

Oregon

Organic Agriculture and Food Security in Africa (UN study)

Organic food and farming

Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC)

Organization, questions on

Orwell, George

Osborn, Susan

Ostrom, Elinor

Ownership



Pacific Northwest forests

Pakistan

Paley, Vivian

Panasonic

Panda Express

Panic myth

Paris, France

Participatory budgeting

Party’s Over, The (Heinberg)

Passion, fueling our

Passive solar

Pauli, Gunter

Peñalosa, Enrique

Pennsylvania

Perkins, Jeff

Peru

Pesticides

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Philippines

Phillips, Adam

Philosophical Baby, The (Gopnik)

Physics, laws of

Phytoplankton

Pickett, Kate

PICO National Network

Pieri, Davide

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

Planet healing

PlanetChange.tv

Plant for the Planet campaign

Plastic

Plasticity

Pleitgen, Fredrick

Plutonomy

Political Brain (Westin)

Political warfare

Pollution

Population growth

Porritt, Jonathon

Port Harcourt, Nigeria

Porter, Michael

Porto Alegre, Brazil

Poverty

context and

solutions to, already knowing the

See also Hunger

Powell, Wyoming

Power

campaign finance and

citizens asserting

concentration of

of context

of corporations

defined

dispersing

hunger and

of ideas

of putting eco-minds into action

rethinking

rule-setting and

shared

social, distributing

Power shopping

Powerdown (Heinberg)

Power/energy. See Energy and power

Powerlessness, feeling of

PowerShift

Prasad, C. Shambu

“Prison” experiment

Privately held government, issue with

Privatization

Producer-responsibility law

Protect Our Water and Wildlife Resources

Public Campaign

Public Citizen

Public facilities, creation of

Public financing of elections

Public service announcements

Public transportation

Public Utility Commission of California

Puerto Rico

Pullman, Phillip



Qualitative development

Quantitative vs. qualitative measures

Quantities, issue with

Quick fixes, avoiding

Quinlan, Vess



Racism

Rain forests

Rainforest Action Network (RAN)

Rand, Ayn

Reagan, Ronald

Real Food Challenge

Reality

Reason-based appeals

Recession

Recycling

Red Hook Farm, Brooklyn

Redefining Progress

Regreening

Reij, Chris

Relationships

empowering, focusing on

happiness and

re-aligning, need for

social and ecological, creating

solutions arising in

web of, democracy as a

See also Connections, making

Religious rules

Renewable energy

generating, and distributing social power

potential of

views toward

See also Biomass/biofuels; Geothermal power; Hydropower; Solar power; Wind power

Renewable World: A Report for the Future World Council (Girardet and Mendonça)

Republicans

Resource usage

Responsibility, taking

See also Accountability

Restaurant waste

Resurgence (magazine)

Reuter, John

Rhodes, Harry

Roberts, John

Rocky Mountain Institute

Rodin, Judith

Rodríguez, Carlos

Roosevelt, Franklin Delano

Roosevelt, Teddy

Roots & Shoots

Rosenfeld, Arthur

Rowe, Richard

Royal Dutch Shell

RSVP/Listening Project

Rules

citizens proposing, example of

common sense and

and the constant of change

corporate-responsibility, possibility of

democratizing the process of setting

desire for

eliciting our positive nature, creating, need for

e-waste

for commons care

leap of thought involving

market mythology and

nature’s, taking cues from

real freedom and

resistance to

role of power in setting

that work

thought trap involving

Russia/Soviet Union

Ruth, Matthias

Rwanda



Sahlins, Marshall

Saint-Exupéry, Antoine de

San Francisco, California

Sandpoint Transition Initiative, Idaho

Santa Fe, New Mexico

São Paulo, Brazil

Save Our Cumberland Mountains

Savory, Allan

Scapegoating

See also Blaming

Scarcity

See also Lack, assumption of

Schönau, Germany

School energy policies

School food

School gardens

Schor, Juliet

Schulkin, Brent

Science (journal)

Scientific American (magazine)

Scotland

Scott, Donald

Scripps Research Institute

Seattle, Washington

Secrecy

Security

Self-awareness, questions on

Selfish Gene, The (Dawkins)

Seligsohn, Deborah

Sendai, Japan

Senegal

Separateness

Sewage

Shapleigh, Maine

Shared goods

Shared intentionality

Shared ownership

Shared power

Shared purpose

Shared-interest capitalism

Shareholder interests

Shell Oil

Shields, Doug

Shirai, Yoshihito

Shiva, Vandana

Shock Doctrine, The (Klein)

Sierra Club

Silos, green

Simms, Andrew

Simon, Julian

Simpson, Deb

Sindermann, Horst

Sladek, Ursula

Sleep deprivation

Slow Food

Small farms

Small Planet Institute

Smart by Nature (Stone)

Smith, Adam

Social networking

Soil fertility/erosion

Solar power

Solnit, Rebecca

Solutions, already knowing the

Solutions (magazine)

South Africa

South Carolina

South Korea

Southeast forests

Soviet Union/Russia

Spell of the Sensuous, The (Abram)

Stamets, Paul

Standard Oil

Standards

Stanford University

State of the World 2008 (Worldwatch Institute)

Status, importance of

Stone, Michael

Stress

Strong Democracy (Barber)

Structure of Scientific Revolutions, The (Kuhn)

Study Circles

Sturbridge, Massachusetts

Subsidies

Suicides

Sunoco

Supreme Electoral Tribunal

Surowiecki, James

Sustainability

Sustainable Connections

Sustainable Development Commission

Swaminathan, M. S.

Swanson, Larry

Sweden

Switzerland

System of Rice Intensification (SRI)



Taxation

Taylor, Barbara

Tea farming

Tea Party activists

Technology-addicted

Teen suicide

Ten Commandments

Tennessee

Texas

Theory of Moral Sentiments, The (Smith)

Thompson, David

Thompson, Pauline

Thompson, Richard

Thought leaps

Thought traps

reframing, way of

350.org

Tiffany & Co.

Time, ecological

Time (magazine)

“Time-poor” people

Tobacco use

Todmorten, England

Tomasello, Michael

Top-down approach

Törbel, Switzerland

Totalitarianism

Transition Movement (Transition Towns)

TransMilenio

Transparency

Transportation

Trash. See Garbage/landfills

TreeHugger.com

Tricomi, Elizabeth

True, Jean

Truman, Harry

Trust, having

21st Century Town Hall Meeting

Twitter

 

Ultimate Resource, The (Simon)

UN Convention on the Law of the Sea

UN Environmental Program

UN General Assembly

Uncommon Friends (Newton)

Union of Concerned Scientists,



United Kingdom (UK)

United Nations (UN)

United States Information Agency

United States (US)

deficit of the

desire of citizens in the

economy of the

environmental ranking of the

foreign policy of the

predominant companies of the

See also specific US agencies, states, and issues

Universal Declaration of the Rights of Mother Earth

University of California, Berkeley

University of California, Los Angeles

University of California, Santa Cruz

University of Chicago

University of Essex

University of Maryland

University of Michigan

University of Virginia

Uphoff, Norman

Urban gardens/farming

Urbanization

US Bill of Rights

US Central Intelligence Agency

US Congress

US Constitution

US Declaration of Independence

US Department of Agriculture (USDA)

US Department of Defense

US Department of Energy

US Department of Justice

US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)

US Federal Reserve

US Food and Drug Administration

US House of Representatives

US Marines

US Pentagon

US Senate

US Social Forum

US Supreme Court



Vermont

Vermont Valley Community Farm CSA

Vietnam

Virginia

Voluntary public financing

Volunteering, sense of pleasure from

Von Weizsäcker, Ernst

Voting

 

Wages

Waite, Morrison

Waldorf School

Wall Street

Wall Street (film)

Walmart

Walters, Herb

Waltham Fields Community Farm

Walton family

War

Warneken, Felix

Warren Company

Washington State

Waste and destruction

as an aberration

consumerism and

of a growth economy

Waste potential, capitalizing on

Waste-disposal options, having a voice in

Waste-to-energy plants

Water

Wealth

circulating

concentration of

health gap and

record inequality in

Wells, Maine

Western worldview

Westin, Drew

Whitaker, Chico

Who Killed the Electric Car? (film)

Wilkinson, Richard

Wilson, E. O.

Wilson, Weston

Wind power

Wind-Works.org

Winkler, Adam

Wisconsin

Wisdom

Wisdom of Crowds (Surowiecki)

Witt, Susan

Wood Street Urban Farm

Woolsey, James

Work hours

Workplace democracy

World Agroforestry Centre

World Bank

World Future Council

World Health Organization (WHO)

World Resources Institute

World Social Forum

World wars

WorldFutureCouncil.org

Worldwatch Institute

Wyoming



Yasuni National Park, Ecuador

Yemen

Yes! (magazine)

You Have the Power (Lappé and Perkins)

YourOliveBranch.org

YouStreet.org



Zeldin, Theodore

Zero Emissions Research Institute (ZERI)

Zimbardo, Philip




a Carbon dioxide equivalent (CO2e) is an increasingly common measure of the global warming potential of greenhouse gases. It allows all such gases (including, for example, methane and nitrous oxide, which are much more potent per unit than carbon dioxide) to be counted and compared by a common standard: that of carbon dioxide.
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