


















































North and south
by Engelbert Fellinger
This spread: Landscape between Hrafntinnusker and Hvanngil, Iceland. 
“The landscape on the Landmannalaugar trail gives you an almost 
sacred experience with its raw beauty.”

Following spread: Jungle near Roulos, Cambodia. “In Cambodia near 
the Angkor ruins of Roulos, you find peace of mind in the jungle.”

Higher-resolution versions: https://is.gd/ecoartwork
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“[T]he environmental crisis should make 
it dramatically clear, as perhaps it has not 
always been before, that there is no public 
crisis that is not also private.”
(Berry, 1969)

A s the crises that increasingly 
characterize the ‘Anthropocene’ 
grow in scope and severity, it is 

understandable to suppose that serious 
and fruitful responses must be of like 
scale.1 Since our present ecological crises 
are so immense and complex, only 
institutional approaches, and above all the 
actions of governments and international 
organizations, appear capable of making 
any meaningful difference. Stated con-
versely, although individuals contribute 
daily to patterns of ecological harm, their 
ability to make any deliberate, positive 
impact often seems vanishingly small. 
The only real solution, rather, appears to 
be matching scale to scale, demanding 
better policies from existing or improved 
institutions (e.g. Maniates, 2001). Hence, 
with respect to escalating ecological 
devastation and its ineluctably global 
consequences, the demands for and hopes 

invested in collective, political action tend 
to overshadow attention to and pursuits of 
individual, ethical action.

If only because of the scope and gravity 
of ecological devastation, the expectations 
placed upon public institutions are under-
standable. Despite the competition they 
face from some of the largest economic 
corporations, nation-states remain the 
most powerful institutional actors, and 
as such have the most powerful tools for 
directly affecting practices of production 
and consumption that contribute so heavily 
to ecological destruction (e.g. via legal 
prohibitions or aggressive taxation and 
spending schemes). The thought that the 
ecological crisis can only have a political, 
institutional solution has, therefore, a 
certain plausibility. So too does the sense 
of the apparent futility of individual action 
(apart from perhaps the satisfaction of 
washing one’s hands of the sins of others). 
The anthropogenic component of the 
ecological crisis we face has been centuries 
in the making and is the accumulated 
result of the repeated actions of billions 
of individuals. In comparison to that fact, 
what any one of us eats for breakfast 
tomorrow, or which mode of transportation 
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we might use for our next holiday, pales in 
significance. Even if we know that what we 
do each day adds a few more grains of sand 
to the dune, the suggestion that we might 
also individually start dismantling that 
dune one grain at a time seems to strain 
both a sense of practical realism and a 
sense of fair responsibility.

Yet one may nonetheless make the strong 
case that politics is not enough, and indeed 
that collective action of any description 
should not be taken as the only, or in 
every circumstance the best, approach to 
ecological problems. My aim here is to show 
that we face neither a zero-sum trade-off 
nor a choice between mutually exclusive 
or even mutually antagonistic options. 
Rather, collective, institutional action and 
individual action supplement and reinforce 
one another. For good or for ill, politics 
and ethics are not isolated spheres of life, 
only one of which is meaningfully related 
to ecological issues, but two aspects of 
the fundamental, encompassing question 
of how we each shall live in a common 
ecosphere. My approach is to advance three 
claims about how the gap between politics 
and individual action might be bridged, and 
about why it should be. By way of each, I hope 
to illustrate why, despite all that inspires 
cynicism and resignation to powerlessness 
and hopelessness, political action must be 
complemented, or still better guided, by 
individual action in ordinary daily life.

Individual ecological practices
An imposing feature of human life since 
before the Industrial Revolution has been 
the fragmentation of individual agency in a 
fashion that resembles the division of labour 
in economic production characteristic of 
market systems (Polanyi, 2001; Herzog, 
2013). Political, social and economic critics 
from Henry David Thoreau and John Stuart 
Mill to Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Karl 
Marx recognized and despaired of this 
development and the toll it takes upon 
human beings and the natural world. As 
Immanuel Kant sketched this troubling 
habit of mind and conduct: “If I have a 
book that understands for me, a spiritual 
advisor who has a conscience for me, a 

doctor who decides upon a regimen for me, 
and so forth, I need not trouble myself 
at all” (Kant, 1996: 17). We have become 
accustomed, as it were, to think that the 
more important or complex the task, the 
better it is that we find someone else to do 
it for us.2 Our instrumentalization of and 
alienation from non-human nature has 
been both practically and intellectually 
intertwined with the fragmentation of the 
individual into roles, some of which one 
performs for money, some that one pays 
others to perform, and still others that one 
performs by and for oneself out of choice or 
necessity (Adorno and Horkheimer, 2016). 
With such division of roles comes a division 
of responsibility – if I pay someone else or 
elect someone else to perform such a role 
for me, then doing it well or poorly becomes 
something for them to worry about. I have 
paid my fee or cast my vote not just so that 
they do the work for me, but also so that I 
need not constantly trouble myself about it.

This is not to suggest that humans have 
ever been individually self-sufficient or 
perfectly attuned to the world beyond their 
own consciousness, but rather to note that 
the division and sub-division of the self 
as a deliberate agent has been part and 
parcel of the disenchantment of the world 
in which that self is isolated, alienated and 
powerless (Bennett 2001; cf. Heidegger, 
1993). Our retreat into narrowly defined 
tasks and functions has simultaneously 
meant pulling back from engagement 
with portions of the world that affect us, 
and that we affect, but which are now 
largely someone else’s business. Classical 
and neoliberal capitalism have certainly 
been, and continue to be, fundamental to 
the proliferation of such disenchantment, 
but no single intellectual or institutional 
culprit bears the entire responsibility. 
I also do not mean to suggest that this 
specialization and contraction of our 
individual horizons has only and always 
been a bad thing. Such practices have 
undoubtedly been economically efficient, 
and have had many salutary effects 
upon the creation and maintenance of 
communities of meaning, and for some of 
us even our appreciation of the non-human 
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world, but they have also encouraged the 
notion that we, as individuals, are neither fit 
to make a difference nor fit to act upon our 
own values. Each should quietly tend their 
little switch along the grand assembly line 
and hope that the work of others will keep 
the whole enterprise running sustainably. 
Stated negatively, we are accustomed to 
outsourcing a great deal of individual 
thought and action, not just to political 
institutions, but also to the market. Thus, 
the motto of our age, in Kant’s phrase, 
might be “I need not think, if only I can 
pay” – whether with my money or with 
my vote – and then “others will readily 
undertake the irksome business for me” 
(Kant, 1996: 17).

But we might also state the point 
positively, as a principle of action rather 
than as an explanation of failure. One is 
unlikely to appreciate, or perhaps even 
recognize, the consequences of decisions 
that one outsources to others. My intention 
here is not to prescribe any particular mode 
of ecologically minded action (for reasons 
I illustrate below). It is enough here to 
underscore the fact that our most visible 
modes of ecological action – institutional 
and mass politics – often distract us and 
even discourage us from what we can 
reasonably do. We are apt to lie on our backs 
“talking about the fall of man,” as Thoreau 
put it, “and never make an effort to get up” 
(Thoreau, 2001: 352). We are each the hand 
that wields the axe that fells the forest, 
but which could just as well nurture and 
protect it.

Beyond consumerism
Our practices of, and attitudes towards, 
consumption – both individual and collective 
– march in lockstep with ecological decline 
(e.g. Crist, 2019). Although consumption is 
oft recognized as a “mirror of the human 
condition,” it is typically thought of as an 
essentially socio-economic phenomenon, 
a matter of what we buy and why we do 
it (Trentman, 2012: 1; cf. Baudrillard, 
1998: 69–98). Modern consumption and 
consumerism are political phenomena 
as well, though. Bracketing the related 
issue of widespread ignorance regarding 

the ecological effects of human activities, 
common attitudes and expectations even 
among the relatively well-informed can be 
unsettling. Scientists and activists spread 
awareness of ecological harm and people 
look to government and international 
organizations to devise and enact policy 
solutions. Apart from voting, signing 
petitions, and occasional protests and 
marches, most people await to be told 
what the possible policy responses are, 
that they may choose between them at the 
next election (and typically only indirectly, 
by voting for parties or representatives). 
Whatever the finer procedural details, 
the message is clear enough: political 
institutions will take care of things, and 
apart from episodic political engagement 
“[i]t doesn’t require any changes at all for 
individuals” (Birnbaum, 2019). Couple this 
with the environmental promises of so-
called ‘woke capitalism’, and ecological 
citizenship might appear as a spectator 
activity in which the best that one can do 
is vote for the greenest party and patronize 
the businesses with the greenest products. 

Much as the fragmentation of the modern 
self often makes individual action look 
merely eccentric, like one hobby among 
others, the fixation upon institutions 
(both public and private) likewise devalues 
individual action in at least two ways. First, 
it engenders a model of action based upon 
passive consumption. Whether in politics 
or in the market, someone else develops the 
alternatives, and we simply choose which 
we shall nominally support. Here I do not 
mean an attitude of due consideration 
towards expert research (as such passivity 
is also common amongst those who flatly 
deny the best scientific evidence), but 
a tendency to assume that nothing one 
does individually matters, and that the 
responsible (or at least acceptable) course 
is to wait for public officials and private 
entrepreneurs to offer menus of possible 
policies, goods and services from which we 
might choose, or perhaps to simply make 
the hard choices for us. Again, perhaps the 
most alluring ideal is that of a better way 
forward that does not require individuals 
to do much of anything – governments 
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and corporations will find ways to make 
the same goods and services (more) 
ecologically sustainable, and if they do it 
well we will not even notice. 

Second, the fixation upon institutions 
as the primary if not exclusive locus of 
ecological action encourages irresponsi-
bility. If the fate of the ecosphere is 
consigned to the decisions made by 
public and private institutions, then the 
instrumentally rational individual has 
little to do but vote, buy and be merry to 
the fullest extent available. Picture here 
the principled supporter of a carbon tax (or 
whatever policy you like) who nonetheless 
continues to live in enjoyment of all the 
amenities that their economic resources 
and social opportunities afford them, 
ostensibly occupying the political high 
ground while doing little if anything 
in their own lives. The reasons for such 
conduct are no doubt many, but one among 
them is surely the systematic privileging of 
institutional action over individual action. 
As every tragedy-of-the-commons scenario 
illustrates, we easily become accustomed 
to patterns of conduct which, little by 
little, bring about states of affairs that 
none of us would have chosen if it were to 
happen all at once. Any ecological discourse 
encouraging the deference to institutions 
that justifies such irresponsibility needs 
serious reconsideration. 

Even if there is some truth behind the 
official discourses and private sensibilities 
that discourage individual action, passivity 
and irresponsibility are damaging and 
dangerous. Both phenomena habituate 
individuals to carrying on with destructive 
patterns of consumption and conduct, 
perhaps with a sense of dejection or even 
despair, but nonetheless with a clear 
conscience. All the while, consumerism 
is such an essential aspect of modern 
social life and individual identity that we 
could scarcely expect it not to manifest in 
our politics. Even as public confidence in 
political institutions wanes, most people 
still seem to wait for a political solution to be 
offered to them and implemented for them. 
While we wait, we do what has become 
second nature to us: we continue of our own 

accord down the path from which we hope 
someone else will divert us. What is more, 
habits of passivity and irresponsibility 
encourage and justify us in making 
exceptions of ourselves. Such personal 
exceptionalism is, of course, widespread 
in many spheres of life, with or without the 
habits I am describing. However, the state 
of popular ecological awareness propagates 
the sense that individual agency is all but 
ineffective until it is combined under the 
heading of a movement or institution. 
Hence there is not much point in sacrificing 
too much of one’s own comfort, a sense 
that is intensified by the attraction of 
positional, status goods, the relative 
deprivation of which the inhabitants of the 
global North are particularly acculturated 
to find discomforting. Lastly, for my 
purposes, passivity and irresponsibility 
together risk forming a negative feedback 
pattern: disconnection and passivity feed 
the sense of hopelessness and cynicism 
which then also leads to greater political 
detachment and a retreat into a private life 
of consumption (e.g. Taylor and Murray, 
2020).

As with my previous claim, my intention 
here is not to prescribe any particular 
individual or collective action, only to 
insist that both are profoundly valuable, 
precisely because they are not merely 
interchangeable. How we act publicly 
is inevitably connected to how we act 
privately, at least insofar as we are unlikely 
passionately and consistently to demand 
and support institutional actions that we 
do not deem worth even the attempted 
pursuit in our own daily lives. As Thoreau, 
again, would have it, the fate of the world 
“does not depend on what kind of paper you 
drop into the ballot-box once a year, but on 
what kind of [person] you drop from your 
chamber into the street every morning” 
(Thoreau, 2001: 343). Or, in the words of 
Wendell Berry, “the environmental crisis 
has its roots in our lives. By the same token, 
environmental health will also be rooted 
in our lives” and thus it is misguided to 
expect “that we could correct what is wrong 
merely by tinkering with the institutional 
machinery” (Berry, 1969). This is not to 
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devalue politics, but to refuse to expect it 
to be a kind of alchemy whereby private 
passivity and disengagement is converted 
into committed, robust public action. 

Experiments and examples
No doubt some of the cynicism and 
powerlessness people feel comes from the 
fact that it is hard to imagine other ways of 
living. From a human perspective, reality is 
“largely a matter of habit,” which is less a 
metaphysical claim than an epistemological 
and ethical one (Goodman, 1978: 20). What 
seems possible is often a matter of what we 
have seen, and what we can thus imagine 
as a realistic fit within our own lives as 
we habitually experience and understand 
them. As Kant as well as Thoreau, Mill and 
Emerson suggested, while it is difficult to 
break from the common patterns of life 
and to swim against the current of one’s 
social surroundings, those who manage to 
do so furnish examples that might inspire. 
This is not to say that our hopes rest upon 
a few great individuals providing a pattern 
for the rest of us to follow – this is just the 
problem of passive consumption restated. 
Rather, individual experiments in living 
furnish both evidence of a particular way of 
living and, more importantly, evidence that 
still other ways are possible. The tendencies 
I sketched above too often suppress the 
sense that individual experimentation 
with ways of life could be anything more 
than the eccentric pursuits of the relatively 
privileged. It is appealing, if not always 
happily so, to believe that the problem is 
too big, individual action too insignificant, 
and addressing the problem is properly 
someone else’s job besides. Conformity, 
then, is not just a social or ethical problem; 
in our present world, it is an ecological 
problem as well.

Experimental living is not just misunder-
stood, it holds real promise. First of all, 
living according to ecologically responsible 
principles makes an impact, however small. 
The course by which human beings have 
devastated the planet was made up of tiny 
steps, each of which seems insignificant in 
isolation, and yet here we are. Anyone who 
thinks that ordinary actions are inherently 

incapable of making a difference is missing 
the trees for the forest. 

Second, individual action, deliberately 
experimental or not, reinforces a sense 
of investment in both the causes of the 
problem and possible ways of addressing 
it. Without too much idealism or optimism, 
this could create a positive feedback. Taking 
ecological responsibility upon oneself 
and acting accordingly brings one into 
contact with (at least some of) the tangible 
results of individual action, which proves 
the value of such action and intimates its 
further potential. Responsibility begets 
action which begets responsibility, and 
so on, while passivity and irresponsibility 
begets powerlessness and inaction which 
begets passivity and irresponsibility. 
Such investment in a shared ecological 
condition may, and hopefully will, find 
political expressions as well. We generally 
do carry our convictions into the voting 
booth. But as politics is indeed not 
alchemy, it is unlikely that we shall end 
up with enlightened, dedicated ecological 
citizens in government if we ourselves do 
not cultivate such citizenship in our own 
daily lives. Institutions, after all, are just 
composed of persons like us who happen to 
occupy offices of authority.

Finally, as even a casual perusal of the 
internet will show, information technol-
ogies give experimental living a degree of 
exposure that was previously unimaginable. 
In nineteenth-century America, hundreds 
of thousands of people lived much like 
Thoreau did at Walden Pond (if not for the 
same reasons) and for far longer – but we 
remember him because he wrote a book 
about it. Social media and more traditional 
websites, for all their ills, are authorship 
platforms that enable the dissemination 
of countless experiments, encouraging 
imitation and new forms of experiment. 
I believe that Emerson was essentially 
correct that much of what we take as the 
impersonal effusions of humanity writ 
large “may be traced back to their origin 
in a private brain,” to someone who 
experimented, even if the ultimate effects 
of any given idea or practice only result 
because of adoption and repetition at far 
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greater scales (Emerson, 1983: 1082). I am 
not suggesting that what any one person 
attempts will necessarily make a profound 
and widespread impact, either directly 
or indirectly.3 This is not simplistic, DIY 
optimism, but part and parcel of intelligent, 
responsible agency. Making apple cider 
vinegar at home will not save the ecosphere, 
but the tacit belief that the only possible 
modes of ecological citizenship come pre-
packaged in political platforms and retail 
product lines will surely destroy it.

Institutions and individuals
As social scientists are wont to remind 
us, we live through institutions, both 
large and small. Yet we are not therefore 
mere dependent parts of these structures, 
unable to take either individual initiative 
or responsibility. Institutions are scenes 
and tools of action, which both constrain 
and enable human agency, but we, as 
individuals, are always the agents (Plotica, 
2013). As John Dewey, one of the greatest 
advocates of deliberate political action, 
observed, “[t]he actual alternative to 
deliberate acts of individuals is not action 
by the public; it is routine, impulsive and 
other unreflected acts also performed 
by individuals” (Dewey, 1954: 18). Once 
more, then: we need institutions, and 
especially political institutions. However, 
the expectation that these are the only 
effective agents is not only mistaken but 
dangerously self-defeating.

If we are to treat the cause as well as 
the symptoms of ecological devastation, 
melioration must begin where the harm 
begins – with us, at home, at work, in our 
neighbourhoods and communities, in the 
silence of law and below the threshold of 
the state. Individual action, to be clear, need 
not be action in isolation from others, action 
without cooperation or common purpose. 
Indeed, what I have been advocating is, if 
anything, an argument for the importance 
of civil society – what stands between the 
individual and the largest public and private 
institutions – rather than a mitigation of 
it. We cannot afford to leave any tool off 
the table, or any promising mode of action 
untried. It would be utopian to expect that 

millions, if not billions, of individuals will 
spontaneously care about the ecosphere 
for non-instrumental reasons and act 
accordingly. It is not utopian, however, to 
expect people to be more likely to act with 
ecological responsibility when they believe 
their personal actions, in and around their 
daily lives, truly make a difference.� n

Notes
1	 The author would like to thank Stefanie Mäder 

for her insight and encouragement, as well as Joe 
Gray and the anonymous reviewers of this essay 
for their constructive yet challenging criticisms.

2	 While the ‘we’ and ‘us’ of this essay most clearly 
address residents of the global North, to the 
extent that the economic and cultural practices 
of neoliberal capitalism proliferate, the scope of 
these terms continues to grow. 

3	 Some individuals have certainly achieved great 
influence through their actions and advocacy. 
However, the most visible and vocal individuals 
outside of major institutions, such as Greta 
Thunberg or Al Gore, have generally raised the 
banner of institutional action.
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a different sensory image. For instance, 
the felt sound sense of a loon’s wail can be 
rounded, deep and penetrating, and this 
same vitality contour can resemble a visual 
felt sense of the colour tone of indigo. In 
cases like this, meaning is translated 
from sound image to visual image through 
resemblances in contours. This is a primary 
example of the imaginative process. It 
also lies at the very heart of perceptual 
metaphor – making meaning through felt 
resemblances. 

These qualities of primary languaging – as 
a cross-sensory, imaginative and metaphor-
making process – are at the very core of 
aesthetic intelligence, or what we call art-
making. That is to say, human perceptual 
processes are organized aesthetically. For 
this reason, I suggest, original human 
art-making arose as markers of our 
encounters with persons, and thus art-
making is at the very core of what it means 
to be ecocentrically situated in an animate 
world. This is further supported by studies 
of indigenous languaging and ritual arts 
(Feld, 1982). And these same communicative 
and performative processes are also found 
to be characteristic of the dance and 
song in infant–mother dialogue. Both are 
composed of metaphorical–analogical 
meaning-making, working across multiple 
sensory modes, including the vocal, visual 
and kinesic (Dissanayake, 2007). The arts, 
rather than the sciences, are thus our 
original language of encounter with the 
ecological world. Through the arts we forge 
meaningful relationships among presences 
in an animate world; through the arts we 
participate in our individual and mutual 
stories.

These foundational ways of being in the 
world have significant implications for 
an ecocentric education (Burrill, 2018). 
Ecological science and naturalistic education 
can recognize, corroborate and take cues 
from these stories (Mathews, 2016). Examples 
include:
n	teachings in modelling human systems 

after the intelligence patterned in natural 
systems (Orr, 2002);

n	animate science, where the supposedly 
‘non-living’ aspects of the world are 

considered to have a proto-subjectivity 
or a ‘minded’ sense of identity and 
interaction (Harding, 2015);

n	teachings in the theory of living systems, in 
which the mutual co-evolution of living 
organisms with their environments is 
seen, not as a blind process, but as a form 
of cognitive intelligence (Capra and Luisi, 
2018);

n	biosemiotics, the study of communication 
happening through the interpretation of 
signs found throughout the living world 
(Wheeler, 2016).

While such scientific approaches offer 
significant resources for an ecocentric 
education, art must remain foundational 
to it. All of the approaches listed above 
are scientific ways of expressing that 
which is naturally inherent in a child’s 
felt sense of meaning and imaging about 
the interactional nature of the animate 
world – that felt sense expressed in the 
drawing with which I began. Art is the 
avenue for honouring this felt sense, for, 
as I have argued above, at the deepest 
level we communicate with the ecological 
world aesthetically. Furthermore, art allows 
for the child’s own particular meaning-
making, from which her own sense of an 
ecocentric ethics arises.

However, just as important for ecocentric 
education is the need to understand 
and counter the ways in which such 
contemporary phenomena as robotics, 
artificial intelligence and device-culture 
can work to erase our primary languaging. 
This erasing is part of a cultural trend to 
homogenize all entities – both human 
and more-than-human – and to reduce 
us to inanimate mechanism (Tallis, 
2012; Richardson, 2015). Such enmeshing of 
boundaries of identity – an accompaniment 
to the modernist project to disenchant the 
animistic world of living intelligences – 
nullifies the possibility of participation in 
deep interactional sharing. It erases our 
capacity to participate in a world replete 
in continual motion and emotion of 
gestures and feeling sense, attunements, 
communications and meanings among 
reciprocating persons of place. It is not 
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as one machine among others that I can 
be a genuine participant in the animate 
world; it is only as a being rightly animate 
– embodied and immersed – that I can be 
rightly in reciprocal communication with 
our world.� n
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From the artist: Development is the term we use when we build 

and extract from the natural world, a word that instils a sense of 
movement towards something better – ‘progress’. But in reality 

those words have come to represent true destruction. The destruction 
of nature for greed and the destruction of historic cultures founded 

in balance and harmony with nature. What are we progressing to 
when we support and view the world through these terms?

The Cree and Athabasca of Fort McKay on the Athabasca River in 
Northern Alberta’s Boreal forest sustained themselves on a traditional 

economy of hunting and trapping for thousands of years. Extraction 
from their oil sands has devastated the local ecology, including 

clearing the forests and poisoning the rivers. 
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W e humans have made a mess of 
things, which is readily evident if 
we face the avalanche of studies 

and statistics describing the contemporary 
ecological crises we face. But even with the 
mounting evidence of the consequences for 
people and planet, we have not committed to a 
serious project to slow the damage that we do.

One reasonable response to those state-
ments is to ask: Who is we? That is, exactly 
who has made a mess of things and who has 
failed to take action? Who’s to blame for 
the problems and who’s responsible for the 
costs? Put more bluntly, borrowing from 
the oft-quoted exchange between the Lone 
Ranger and Tonto, “What do you mean, we, 
white man?”

The global North – which is to say, fossil-
fuel powered capitalism as it developed in 
Europe – bears primary responsibility for 
the contemporary crises, and those societies 
have failed to meet their obligations, or in 
some cases even to acknowledge obligations, 
to change course. And within those societies, 
it is the wealthy and powerful who bear 
the greatest responsibility for destructive 
policies.

Today, ‘we’ is not everyone, equally 
culpable. But if there is to be a decent 
human future – indeed, if there is to be 
any human future – we have to realize that 
human–carbon nature is at the core of the 
problem, a reality that exempts no one.

Because this sounds harsh in a world with 
so much human suffering, so unequally 
distributed, let me be clear. My argument 
does not minimize or trivialize that suffering 
nor ignore the profound moral and political 
failures that exacerbate it. Strategies 
for a sustainable human presence must 
involve holding the wealthy and powerful 
accountable for damage done, and moving 
towards a more equitable distribution of 
wealth and power – goals that are desirable 
independent of ecological realities. But if 
that realignment were accomplished, then 
what? With nearly 8 billion people and most 
of the world’s infrastructure built with, and 
dependent on, highly dense energy, then 
what?

It’s tempting to believe that we can 
identify low-energy societies from the past, 
or communities in the contemporary world 
with lower-energy living arrangements, and 
reproduce them more widely. It’s tempting 
to believe that breaking concentrated wealth 
and power and expanding democratic 
decision-making would lead to sustainable 
societies. But such hopes are based on a 
misunderstanding of the problem.

We should learn from the low-energy 
societies and experiments within today’s 
societies, but those good examples don’t 
offer a programme for moving from the 
current state of most of the planet (high-
energy, unsustainable) to where we need 
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to be (low-energy, sustainable). Because no 
one can imagine what such a programme 
would look like, people are quick to embrace 
a ‘technological fundamentalism’ that 
pretends we can continue at high-energy 
levels through some magical combination 
of innovation and renewable energy. These 
are, of course, important, but they cannot 
keep the contemporary world afloat.

We can’t pretend that people, if freed from 
hierarchal social systems, will suddenly 
find it easy to avoid the comforts and 
pleasures associated with dense energy, 
to which people have become accustomed 
(in the more affluent societies) or to which 
others aspire (in much of elsewhere). While 
much irrational consumption is driven by 
capitalist propaganda (that is, advertising 
and marketing), fossil fuels and other 
sources of energy also make people’s lives 
easier in many ways that are not frivolous. 
There is variation in people’s assessment of 
their needs, but capturing and using dense 
energy for comfort and pleasure is not a 
unique goal of imperialists and capitalists.

In short, there are no solutions, if 
by solutions we mean ways to support 
anything like the existing number of 
people at anything like the existing level 
of aggregate consumption. Wishing it to be 
possible, simply because the alternatives 
are difficult to imagine, let alone achieve, 
does not make it possible.

Again, for emphasis
So as not to be misunderstood: We live amid 
dramatically different levels of energy 
consumption, resource exploitation, waste 
production and overall contribution to 
ecosystem instability. This highly skewed 
distribution of wealth is a product of crimes 
of the past (especially, but not limited to, 
the barbarism of European nations in their 
world conquest over the past 500 years) 
and ongoing economic domination (when 
imperial armies go home, private firms 
continue to exploit resources and labour, 
typically with local elites as collaborators).

The profoundly unsustainable nature of 
human economic activity today is the result 
primarily of a rapacious transnational 
corporate capitalism. Because capitalism 

is, and always has been, a wealth-
concentrating system, a relatively small 
number of people reap most of the financial 
benefits from this ecological destruction. 
In short: the First World is rich, and much of 
the wealth of the First World is concentrated 
in the hands of a relatively small segment 
of those societies’ populations.

Some people who benefit from these 
arrangements are dedicated to maintaining 
the hierarchical systems at the heart of 
the unsustainable economy and its unjust 
distribution of wealth. Other people who 
benefit will condemn those systems but 
take no action to disrupt them. And some 
people will work for change. We all should 
do a self-inventory, uncomfortable though 
it may be, to assess honestly where we fit in 
these categories.

I am white, male, born and raised in the 
US, educated, retired from a professional 
job – all realities that have enhanced my 
opportunities and reduced impediments. 
While I have been an active member of 
various movements for sustainability and 
justice, I will never have a satisfactory 
answer to the troubling challenge, ‘Why 
have you not done more?’ And while I am 
reasonably frugal and consume less than 
most people of my class in the US, I have no 
illusions that I live at a sustainable level.

To repeat, one more time: We are not 
all similarly situated, and this inequality 
within the human family must never drop 
out of our analysis. But when analysing the 
ecological crises facing humans today, I 
believe it is important to talk about a ‘we’ 
that includes everyone – on biological, 
historical, philosophical and political 
grounds.

We are one species
First, it should be uncontroversial to assert 
an anti-racist principle anchored in basic 
biology: We are one species, and while there 
are observable differences in such things 
as skin colour and hair texture, there are 
no known biologically based differences 
in intellectual, psychological or moral 
attributes between human populations 
from different regions of the world. There 
is individual variation within any human 
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population in a particular place (obviously, 
individuals in any society differ in a variety 
of traits) but no meaningful differences 
between populations in the way people 
think, feel or make decisions. Again, we are 
one species. We are all basically the same 
animal.

Second, although we are one species, there 
are obvious cultural differences among 
human populations around the world. If 
those differences aren’t a product of human 
biology – that is, if they aren’t the product of 
any one group being significantly different 
genetically from another, especially in 
ways that could be labelled cognitively 
superior or inferior – then development 
of different cultures in different places 
must be the result of humans living under 
different material conditions. The type of 
living arrangements that humans develop 
arise out of the differences in geography, 
climate and environmental conditions. The 
different material realities under which 
humans have lived shape the different 
forms of human culture.

Third, we know that we make decisions, 
individually and collectively, in ways we 
do not and cannot fully understand. Our 
experience of freely choosing does not 
mean that all of our choices are 100 per cent 
freely made. Without attempting to resolve 
the age-old debate on free will, we can self-
reflect on how we often come to recognize 
that our choices, which we believed that we 
made freely at one moment in time, were 
heavily determined by material conditions 
we could not understand at that moment, 
and maybe never fully understand. While 
we continue to act day-to-day on the 
assumption of free will, we also should 
continue to be alert for ways behaviour is to 
some degree determined.

Finally, the implications of all this: We 
should condemn the unsustainable and 
unjust actions of others and be critically 
self-reflective about our own contributions 
to unsustainable and unjust systems. 
We also should extend such critique to 
not only individuals but to the systems 
that reward pathological behaviour and 
impede virtuous behaviour. But thinking 
historically, we also should recognize that 

any group of humans living under the same 
material conditions would most likely have 
developed in roughly the same way.

That is, there’s nothing particularly 
special about any one of us or any one group 
of people.

This caution is a way of extending ‘there 
but for the grace of God go I’ beyond the 
individual to cultures. That phrase emerged 
from Christian testimony to God’s mercy, 
but I use it here in secular fashion: If one 
has lived an exemplary life, that’s great, 
but be aware that life might have been very 
different if some of the material conditions 
in which one lived were different. To 
those who believe they have accomplished 
something and made a positive contribution 
to the world, that’s great, but a reminder: 
Change any one of the conditions in our 
lives, especially in our formative years, and 
perhaps we would have found ourselves 
failing instead of succeeding. That doesn’t 
imply that we have no control over our 
lives, but simply that we likely don’t have 
as much control as we tend to assume.

This is true of us individually and 
collectively. The conditions under which a 
culture emerged may have led to ecologic-
ally sustainable living arrangements, 
but those arrangements might have been 
very different if initial conditions had 
been different. If Culture A created an 
ecologically sustainable way to live and 
Culture B created an unsustainable system, 
it is important to highlight the differences, 
endorse Culture A, and try to change 
Culture B. But if the geography, climate, and 
environmental conditions out of which the 
two cultures emerged had been different, 
then what would A and B look like? There 
but for the grace of God go we.

For example, not all cultures developed 
the technology to plough the ground, smelt 
ores, or exploit fossil fuels to do work in 
machines. The cultures without those 
technologies have not depleted the carbon 
in soils, forests, coal, oil, and natural 
gas at the same rate as societies with 
those technologies. If the development of 
those technologies was not the product 
of inherently superior intelligence – 
remember, we are committed to an anti-
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racist principle that flows from basic 
biology – such technologies must have 
been a result of the specific environmental 
conditions under which that culture 
evolved. Likewise, the lower rate of carbon 
depletion that results from the absence of 
those technologies cannot be a marker of 
inherently superior intelligence, but rather 
a product of environmental conditions. In a 
significant sense, the trajectory of a people 
is the product of which continent and in 
which region they have lived (Crosby, 2004; 
Diamond, 1997; Morris, 2010).

Humility all around
Recognizing that material realities shape 
our lives does not absolve anyone or any 
society today of moral accountability for 
actions, or lack of action. For those of us 
holding a disproportionate share of the 
world’s wealth who are responsible for 
a disproportionate share of ecological 
destruction, an awareness of some level 
of environmental determinism is not a 
free pass. Whatever people knew about 
ecological consequences when today’s 
cultures first developed, we now know 
more than enough to act on what our own 
moral principles demand of us – pursuing 
living arrangements consistent with 
ecological sustainability and social justice. 
If we fail to live up to those principles, we 
are appropriately the targets of demands 
for corrective action.

But in trying collectively to find a way 
out of the mess we’ve made, the assigning 
of different levels of responsibility for the 
mess is only a first step. No culture has a plan 
for transitioning from an unsustainable 
high-energy, interdependent global society 
of 8 billion people to sustainable low-
energy societies with smaller populations. 
While lessons from low-energy societies 
will undoubtedly be valuable, there is no 
way to flip a switch and return to a previous 
era’s living arrangements. Technological 
innovation and renewable energy will play 
a role but cannot replace the infrastructure 
of a world built with highly dense carbon. 
Breaking the grip of wealth on politics 
won’t change the fact that dense energy 
makes our lives easier.

Said differently: Human nature is 
relevant.

People advocating for social justice and 
ecological sustainability typically are 
nervous around talk of human nature, 
given capitalists’ success in defining it 
as inherently greedy and self-interested. 
Humans have the capacity to act in greedy 
and self-interested fashion, of course, 
but capitalism’s critics point out that we 
also have the capacity to collaborate and 
cooperate, which is also part of our nature 
– the part, in fact, that allowed humans to 
expand across the globe.

My concern is with another aspect of 
human nature, what we might call our 
human–carbon nature, a phrase that 
reminds us we are carbon-based like all 
other life on Earth. What is life? What is 
the nature of living things? Wes Jackson 
suggests that one answer is, “Life is the 
scramble for energy-rich carbon” (in 
Jensen, forthcoming). It is our human 
nature, like the nature of all life, to 
seek out energy-rich carbon. Over time, 
humans have gotten exceedingly good at 
it, maximizing the extraction of all the 
carbon we can get our hands on. Exceptions 
to that pattern are rare.

Coping with the consequences of that 
carbon-seeking – an aspect of our human–
carbon nature – is now our daunting 
challenge. Our greatest success as a species 
has become our most profound failure. This 
is a new challenge for which we have no 
road map. No existing ideology or culture 
is going to provide us with a template for 
dealing with what lies ahead.

It is too glib to say it’s ironic that some 
of the places in the world that contributed 
the least to climate change are going to 
suffer the most from climate disruption. 
It is too glib to observe that the world is 
not fair. Ecological realities challenge our 
policy-making capacities and threaten to 
overwhelm our moral imaginations. All 
we can do is agree not to hide from such 
realities and press forward. 

Renouncing First-World dominance is 
a start, as is imagining a world beyond 
capitalism’s obsession with growth and 
consumption. The end of those systems are 
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necessary but not sufficient conditions for 
change. If we start with an awareness of 
the scope of the change needed and the lack 
of a plan, we can at least be clear about the 
direction in which we need to move. And 
that requires committing to being the first 
species that will have to impose limits on 
itself, which means a cap on the carbon we 
use and rationing to ensure fairness (Cox, 
2020).

Our chances are better if we take the long 
view and realize that the problems we face 
aren’t just the consequence of the past 
250 years of fossil-fuel use or the past 
500 years of European colonialism. We 
have to go back further, to the origins of 
agriculture 10,000 years ago, the crucial 
fault line in human history, when humans 
began exploiting carbon at levels beyond 
replacement levels (Montgomery, 2012), 
leading to surpluses that generated the 
hierarchies that produce profound social 
inequality. That was the beginning of 
the idea that we humans, rather than the 
ecospheric forces, control the world.

The ‘we’ is us, Homo sapiens, the primate 
with the big brain. The first farmers, the 
first smelters of ore, the first people who 

tapped fossil fuels to do work in machines 
– all of them contributed to the mess 
we are in, but without knowledge of the 
consequences of their actions. We can say 
of those early carbon-seekers, “Forgive 
them, for they know not what they did” 
(Luke 23:34).

Today, we know what we do. The question 
is, can we – all of us – face what lies ahead 
without diversion and without illusion?� n
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People who suffer environmental in-
justice – people of colour, indigenous 
communities, people who live 

on top of toxic waste dumps, or next to 
polluting factories, busy roads, noisy 
airports and toxic rivers – have long hoped 
the environmental movement would do 
something. Some 40 or 50 years ago the 
movement was radical, progressive and 
ecologically inspired – indeed, being too 
radical and too progressive for both the 
productivist State and capitalist enterprise, 
environmentalism had to be tamed and 
mainstreamed. After the 1987 ‘Bruntland 
Report’, later published as Our Common 
Future (World Commission on Environment 
and Development, 1991), the idea of limits on 
the economy was converted to ‘sustainable 
development’ and ‘green growth’.

Modern environmental NGOs (ENGOs) 
talk only indirectly, if at all, of the systemic 
problems behind environmental degrad-
ation. They avoid discussing capitalism, 
corporations, the military–industrial com-
plex and economic growth. The preferred 
positive ‘framing’ of things is in general 

terms of greening and sustaining, with 
metaphors of spaceship Earth, ecological 
footprints and economic doughnuts. 
Environmentalists speak the weak words 
of apologetic conservative reformers 
who fear scaring people. For example, the 
WWF, an organization formerly concerned 
with wildlife, now states “we love cities,” 
supporting urban lifestyles and treating 
nature as capital (Spash, 2015a). ENGOs 
turned away from protest and towards 
green marketing, creating their own 
corporate identities with logos to match 
and T-shirts to sell. In the neoliberal era 
of consumerism, environmental messages 
had to be sold to people in friendly pack-
aging. Environmentalists should not mention 
being anti-capitalist, for degrowth, wanting 
population stabilized, pollution stopped, 
resources kept in the ground, but nice positive 
things like saving furry animals such as 
pandas. Harsh realities should be made soft.

Since the 1980s and the rise of neo-
liberalism, ENGOs increasingly concluded 
that communicating environmental con-
cerns required adopting the dominant 
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form of power discourse in society – 
money. Ecologists adopted the language of 
economics, referring to ecosystems as goods 
and services, nature as capital, pollution as 
an ‘externality’ beyond the responsibility 
of economic agents, and getting the 
prices right as ‘the solution’. In line with 
mainstream economists, everything was 
to be weighed up in order to determine the 
most ‘efficient’ level at which to pollute 
others, both human and non-human, and 
the ‘optimal’ rate at which species should 
become extinct. Selling the environment to 
preserve it became the accepted credo. By 
the early 2000s this ‘new environmental 
pragmatism’ was ready to dominate policy 
on climate change, biodiversity and global 
sustainability (Spash, 2009).

Human induced climate change is 
good for growth
In 2006, Nicholas Stern, an ex-Chief 
Economist of the World Bank, and his 
22 colleagues, produced a report heralded 
as the first ‘rational’ approach to human-
induced climatic change (Stern et al., 2006). 
It predicted a 20% loss in GDP, the common 
measure of a modern nation’s success at 
expanding the wealth of its economy, and 
was widely quoted by environmentalists. 
Unusually for a government economic 
report, it talked of ethics, distributional 
inequity and catastrophic events, but the 
bottom line was the monetary assessment 
of optimal and economically efficient 
action (Spash, 2007). Stern was honoured, 
becoming a professor and being appointed 
to the British House of Lords.

Key to Stern’s success was describing 
greenhouse gas (GHG) control as an 
opportunity for (rather than a constraint 
on) economic growth. Financial organ-
izations could make big money by trading 
government-issued allowances to pollute. 
GHG traders, renewable energy suppliers 
and other entrepreneurs quick off the 
mark could profit. The headline hustlers 
immediately posted: ‘Tackling climate 
change is the pro-growth strategy’. The 
environmental pragmatists joined the 
chorus line. The environmental crisis was 
as an investment opportunity. Stern’s cost–

benefit analysis showed climate change was 
a good investment with positive returns, 
a profitable macroeconomic enterprise, 
and then added market-based emissions 
trading and new energy markets. Rather 
than asking why humanity should expect a 
positive rate of return on climatic disaster 
prevention, the only question became: How 
large is the return and where should we 
invest first to win the competitive market 
game?

The idea of a ‘carbon’ emissions trading 
system (ETS) – called ‘cap and trade’ in the 
USA – has been heavily promoted as the 
efficient solution to GHG mitigation. This 
system requires that a set of polluters within 
a given jurisdiction must either control 
their emissions directly or buy allowances 
held by other polluters. In 2005, in order 
to meet Kyoto Protocol commitments, the 
EU initiated the world’s largest ETS, with 
annual trade around 70 billion Euros before 
the 2008 financial collapse and 50 billion 
Euros more recently, before the latest 
crash. The scheme has proven susceptible 
to price instability, speculators and 
profiteering, and large-scale fraud (Spash 
and Theine, 2018). Where free allowances 
are given to polluters to get buy-in they can 
make millions through trading. In general, 
corporate power is a major force affecting 
ETS operation and design (Spash, 2010a). 
Despite its problems, marketing GHG 
emissions has extended internationally 
and also via trading offsets.

Offsetting requires that someone (the 
offset provider) performs an activity that 
reduces GHGs in the atmosphere, for 
which they get a credit. They then sell the 
credit to a polluter who adds GHGs to the 
atmosphere. In theory the outcome is no 
net addition, the meaning behind policies 
called ‘net zero emissions’. GHG offsets, or 
credits, can be created through investing 
in a variety of projects: forestry and land 
use, renewable energy, energy-efficiency, 
fuel switching, GHG capture or destruction. 
Market efficiency targets the cheapest 
options which means exploiting the fact 
that the poor sell cheaply so they should 
undertake GHG reduction allowing the rich 
to go on polluting. The Kyoto Protocol’s 
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Clean Development Mechanism empowers 
industrially developed nations to offset 
emission with projects (such as dams, waste 
incinerators, wind farms, commercial 
forestry and oil palm plantations) in 
industrially developing nations. However, 
these projects can just as easily increase, 
rather than reduce, net emissions.

Indeed, both ETS and offsets have been 
notoriously ineffective at controlling 
emissions. The main contributions to 
actual global GHG emissions reductions 
have been the collapse of the Soviet Union 
with the demise of industrial emissions 
from Russia and Eastern Europe and the 
economic recession due to the 2007–2008 
financial crisis. The economic impacts of 
the Covid-19 pandemic have similarly cut 
emissions. That is, actual GHG reductions 
have required significant declines in 
economic growth and shrinking of 
industrial production and consumption, 
and are reversed as soon as economic 
growth is re-established. In sum, 
international climate policy has been a 
failure.

Besides mandatory ETS and regulated 
offsets, there are voluntary offsets that are 
unregulated traded GHG credits issued by 
companies (e.g. airlines) and civil society 
groups (Spash, 2010a; Spash and Theine, 
2018). These encourage individuals to not 
worry about their personal, and especially 
consumer-related, emissions because they 
can pay for them. This removes moral 
responsibility and crowds out voluntary 
actions (e.g. they fly more not less). In 
2019 purchases of voluntary offsets were 
booming, a growth in sales attributed to 
the ‘Greta effect’ after climate activist 
Greta Thunberg (Laville, 2019). At the 2020 
annual meeting of the world’s business elite 
in Davos, Thunberg actually countered this, 
stating: “We’re not telling you to offset your 
emissions by just paying someone else […] 
emissions have to stop […] forget about net 
zero we need real zero” (Thunberg, 2020).

Both emissions trading and offset 
schemes distract from the need to change 
human behaviour, social institutions (i.e. 
conventions, norms, rules and regulations) 
and infrastructure to avoid emissions in 

the first place. Their aim is to maintain a 
growing economy; their primary concern 
is to protect financial capital, not people or 
ecosystems.

In 2014, the Global Commission on the 
Economy and Climate published Better 
Growth Better Climate: The new climate 
economy report, with Stern as lead economist 
(Calderon et al., 2014). Unsurprisingly, the 
report concludes that all countries have 
the opportunity to build lasting economic 
growth while simultaneously reducing 
“the immense risks of climate change.” 
Four years later they headlined “the 
inclusive growth story,” and argued for a 
‘green economy’ where government funds 
corporations, with US$90 trillion expected 
for energy and other transition works in 
coming decades (Calderon et al., 2018). This, 
they claim, heralds a new era of economic 
growth – rapid technological innovation, 
infrastructure investment, increased 
resource productivity, jobs, economic 
savings, improved competitiveness and 
market opportunities.

The Paris Agreement was targeted by 
these same interests and associated neo-
liberal ENGOs (Spash, 2016). Nat Keohane 
of the Environmental Defence Fund 
bragged on its website how it had pushed 
in the corridors of Paris for “an opening for 
markets.” An eighteen-country neoliberal 
lobby led by New Zealand had its negotiators 
pushing ETS. This was hidden by negotiators 
in the international doublespeak of the 
Agreement. You will not find emissions 
trading, markets, cap and trade or offsets 
mentioned, but rather “internationally 
transferred mitigation outcomes” (clause 
108 and Article 6). After getting ‘carbon’ 
markets into the Agreement, the fight to 
establish an international ETS became 
explicit and was central to the failed UN 
2019 Madrid negotiations.

In the same year, over 3000 economists 
endorsed a ‘carbon tax’, because they believe 
substituting a price signal for cumbersome 
regulations will promote economic growth 
(www.econstatement.org). Some corpor-
ations also now prefer a carbon tax over 
an ETS. Why? Government officials can 
be lobbied to set taxes low and provide 
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There is big money in these schemes, with 
the market for wetland credits alone in the 
US estimated as worth US$1.1–1.8 billion 
already back in 2010. No more worrying 
about absolute protection or annoying 
regulations – just opportunities to trade, 
create new financial instruments and 
make money. This is not about biodiversity 
protection or conservation, but seeking 
to remove regulation and restrictions for 
developers (Spash, 2015b).

No more heroes anymore?
In 2019, calls for ‘systems change, not 
climate change’ gained ground due to 
Extinction Rebellion (XR) and the school 
strikes of FridaysForFuture (FFF) fronted by 
Greta Thunberg. These new environmental 
movements return to the plain speaking 
of the 1960s. They emphasize that there is 
an imminent ecological crisis and ongoing 
mass species extinction, that human 
induced climate change is an ‘emergency’ 
and that therefore action is urgent. 
However, their agenda is disconnected 
and incomplete. As I have noted elsewhere 
(Spash, 2012), restrictions are necessary 
on both population growth and the scale 
of human activity, but this combined issue 
appears absent. Even more fundamentally, 
the new environmental activists have not 
yet substantively addressed the structure 
of the economic system, its consumerism 
and dominant corporate institutions, 
the political processes and politicians 
that maintain it, nor how such a system 
of political economy can realistically be 
transformed (Spash, 2020).

Neoliberal political leaders and the World 
Economic Forum, commonly known as the 
Davos elite, have been hosting Thunberg 
and promoting her speeches. This raises 
the question as to what they expect to 
achieve by doing so. She has called for a new 
political system without competition, new 
economics and new way of thinking that 
includes living within planetary boundaries, 
sharing resources and addressing inequity. 
In a Rolling Stone interview she stated 
corporations are to be held responsible for 
knowingly perpetrating harm which she 
regards as “a crime against humanity” 

(Aronoff, 2019). Apparently strong calls to 
action. However, these statements remain 
generalized complaints and unspecific 
as to mechanisms. The danger is that 
environmental criticism and calls for 
systems change without substance and 
specifics are subject to manipulation and 
diversion from radical and revolutionary 
reform.

Corporations, pro-growth governments 
and bureaucrats, have already adopted 
these calls for urgent action to advocate 
a range of environmental ‘deals’, such as 
the European Commission ‘Green Deal’, 
the UN Environment Programme ‘New 
Deal for Nature’, and the UN Conference 
on Trade and Development ‘Global 
Green New Deal’. Ursula von der Leyen, 
European Commission President, stated 
that, “Supported by investments in green 
technologies, sustainable solutions and 
new businesses […] The European Green 
Deal is our new growth strategy. It will 
help us cut emissions while creating jobs” 
(European Commission, 2019). Typical of 
all these ‘deals’ are claims of coordinating 
and organizing stakeholders, having civil 
society and government work with – or 
more accurately for – ‘industry’, with 
promises of economic growth, jobs and 
climate stability. Similar ideas are touted 
under the term ‘stakeholder capitalism’, 
the theme of Davos 2020. In this ‘new’ era 
of Green corporate capitalism the ENGO 
continues to play its passive role.

The corporate green strategy
The corporations have a well-established 
game plan to control potential revolutionary 
force from the top down. They long ago 
developed a strategy to address ENGOs, 
which can be summarized as: isolate the 
radicals, buy off the opportunists, cultivate 
the idealists and co-opt the pragmatists. 
Public relations firms advised them not 
to oppose but ‘work with’ their opponents 
and employ their language – divide and 
conquer, in other words. ENGOs have 
been deliberately targeted by corporate 
strategists, and in several cases they have 
been captured at management level. Some 
US ENGOs have governing boards where 

“This is not 
about biodiversity 
protection or 
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60–70% of the members are current or 
former directors of major transnational 
corporations (e.g. The Nature Conservancy, 
Conservation International, WWF-USA). 
Others, including the National Wildlife 
Federation, Sierra Club and the Natural 
Resources Defense Council, suffer from 
corporate capture and conformity to the 
basic tenets of neoliberalism (Spash, 2017). 
The inroads into conservation by corporate 
interests are deep (Adams, 2017).

Foremost amongst the neoliberal ENGOs 
has been The Nature Conservancy, with 
revenues of US$1.3 billion. Its President 
and CEO until 2019 was Mark Tercek, 
previously a managing director at Goldman 
Sachs. Tercek worked with former Nature 
Conservancy Vice President Peter Kareiva 
to promote capitalism as ‘natural’ and 
berated conservation biologists for not 
allying with corporations. Kareiva has 
been key to Stanford University’s flagship 
‘natural capital’ project. In a revival of 
social Darwinism, Kareiva and Marvier 
(2012) have even claimed corporations are 
a keystone species!

That the WWF was also captured by 
corporate capitalism became evident when 
Pavan Sukdev became its President in 2017. 
In cooperation with the UN Environment 
Programme Finance Initiative, the WWF 
recently launched ‘The Net Zero Asset 
Alliance’ to claim that GHGs can be offset 
and corporations become carbon neutral 
and environmentally responsible. This 
boast was led by asset owners representing 
more than US$2 trillion, in a network 
controlling US$4 trillion (UN Environment 
Programme Finance Initiative, 2020). Join-
ing Sukdev in fronting the ‘Alliance’ is 
Christiana Figueres, former Executive 
Secretary of the UN Framework Convention 
on Climate Change. She is now part of 
the B-Team, run by corporate billionaire 
Richard Branson of Virgin Group, an 
organization including Yolanda Kakabadse, 
former President of the WWF.

Corporations and their billionaire owners 
are marketing the growth economy as 
green, circular, inclusive, sustainable and 
smart. The think tank InfluenceMap (2019) 
has reported that since the Paris Agreement 

the world’s five largest oil companies have 
spent US$1 billion on green rebranding. 
This has not stopped them simultaneously 
working to undermine environmental 
legislation and establish new oil supplies. 
Indeed, soft policies are combined with 
lobbying and sponsoring politicians, media 
control, funding of denialism and anti-
environmental think tanks and personal 
attacks on scientists (Oreskes and Conway, 
2010; Spash 2010b, 2014, 2018; Hoggett and 
Randall, 2018). The even harder line seeks 
cooperation of government security forces 
to directly target environmental protestors 
and activists who are subject to police 
harassment and brutality, surveillance, 
infiltration, repression and branding as 
‘terrorists’. In some countries, activists are 
even subject to assassination, especially 
where they oppose economic growth and 
‘development’.

The contradictions and cynicism of 
capitalists and financiers is rife, and evident 
in the US$2.66 trillion the world’s largest 
investment banks have funnelled into fossil 
fuels since the Paris agreement (Greenfield 
and Makortoff, 2020). The latest rhetoric 
is the oxymoron of ‘sustainable finance’ 
for capitalism and the growth economy. 
Financialization even extends to the sale 
of catastrophe bonds. Insurers profit from 
catastrophes by increasing premiums 
annually, spreading risk and pushing costs 
onto government, the ultimate insurer 
of last resort. For ‘sustainable financiers’, 
more harm means making more money. 
As Hache (2020: 52) notes, “climate change 
will enable insurers to increase their future 
profits through increases in the damages 
covered.”

A prevalent claim is that ‘the system’ can 
be ‘adjusted’ to address social, ecological 
and economic crises without removing 
corporate or capitalist structures, let 
alone the global imperialism they have 
created under the guise of ‘free trade’ 
and unregulated financialization. Environ-
mental destruction can be made into 
a tradable financial asset. In a strange, 
twisted logic, the dominance of humanity 
and our destruction of the environment 
via technology and industrialization is 
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changed from a negative to a positive. The 
capital-accumulating growth economy is 
no longer the cause of social–ecological 
crises but their solution!

Social–ecological 
transformation of economies
Ecological activists must ask and answer the 
following question: Under what conditions can 
radically alternative social–ecological economies 
be actualized? This requires understanding 
how current social and economic structures 
are maintained and reproduced – not just 
physically but also mentally. Imaginaries of 
the consumer society, equating economic 
growth to development and progress, 
have been forged in the minds of billions 
while almost all political leaders accept 
the orthodox economists’ mantra that 
‘growth is good, and more is better’. Ideas 
reinforcing the economic structure include 
defining work as waged labour, success 
as financial wealth, value as money, 
freedom as market choice and ethics 
as hedonism. Ideas of social solidarity 
and community are undermined by a 
political philosophy of individualism and 
limiting ethical responsibility to personal 
preferences expressed in the market place. 
Organizations produce social institutions 
that normalize these messages – reducing 
the potential for alternative systems to be 
imagined, let alone actualized.

The science upon which the environ-
mental movement is based requires 
opposition to the dominant imaginary 
and its promoters (e.g. bankers, financiers, 
speculators, profiteers, billionaires, the 
Davos elite, multi-national corporations, 
international trade organizations). If the 
science is correct – exponential economic 
growth is unsustainable, dilution is not 
the solution to pollution, global warming 
is human induced – then those who have 
an opposite explanation must be wrong. 
For example, to propound truth about 
human-induced climate change is to 
undermine the institutions of fossil fuel 
capitalism – something climate scientists 
have been slow and unwilling to recognize 
or act upon. In contrast to the modernist 
dogma of value-free science, there is no 

ethically or politically neutral position 
here. If a researcher finds that some 
institution causes false beliefs then their 
finding is to criticize that institution and 
initiate its change or subversion. Social–
ecological transformation sets the ecological 
citizen against institutions making false 
claims for emission trading, offsetting, 
monetary valuation, price-making markets, 
decoupling, trickle down, circular econ-
omies and sustainable inclusive green 
growth. The prospect seems daunting.

However, as Bob Brown, former Australian 
Green Party senator, says: “Don’t get 
depressed, get active!” Political activism 
is part of responding ethically to false 
claims. This does not necessitate joining a 
political party. Actions include empowering 
communication (art, education, media, 
self-expression), organizing solidarity 
with the oppressed, protecting the innocent 
from harm (both human and non-human), 
and making silent voices heard (e.g. future 
generations, children, non-humans). Social 
solidarity and political acts can take many 
forms, extending from direct action and 
civil disobedience, to participation in 
social movements and civil protest, to 
speaking freely and communicating with 
others in daily life, to leading by example 
through daily practices. Social–ecological 
transformation requires simultaneously 
deactivating the causal mechanisms 
supporting the current system and 
activating those allowing different systems 
to be actualized.

There is no single ‘solution’ and certainly 
not a technical one. Replacing the dominant 
idea of ‘the economy’ means recognizing the 
potential for different economies, understood 
as social provisioning systems, embedded in 
and constituted by different institutions and 
structures. Social–ecological transformation 
aims for a future with a different set of values 
giving different meaning to human–human, 
human–nature and nature–nature relations. 
Breaking free from existing structures means 
reimagining what constitutes a meaningful 
and worthwhile life. Exploring forms of 
economies involving sharing, cooperation, 
caring and life without money has long been 
part of the aims and practices of alternative 
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Thus Spoke the Plant is plant cognitive 
ecologist Monica Gagliano’s account 
of her ground-breaking research into 

plant behaviour. It is a remarkable book, 
and not just for the scientific discoveries 
that it relates. Thus Spoke the Plant 
communicates her research results in all 
their challenging profundity, but it is more 
than a tome of science communication. It 
also a memoir of Gagliano’s own ethical 
and spiritual journey, and how that journey 
is intimately tied to her research career 
and the experiments themselves. Far from 
a flight of fantasy, the result is amazing 
science.

In the book, Gagliano recounts her 
encounters with plant spirits and how 
she has put her career in their hands. In 
Gagliano’s own words, Thus Spoke the Plant 
is a phytobiography, “a collection of stories, 
each written together with and on behalf 
of a plant person” (p 6). The book, however, 
is neither abstract romanticization nor a 
collection of anthropomorphizing plati-
tudes about plants. In this phytobiography, 
vegetal voices have weight and conse-
quence for the advancement of scientific 
understanding. It is the combination of 
Gagliano’s philosophical explorations, her 
experimental evidence for previously 
ignored plant abilities, and accounts of the 
orchestration of these discoveries by spirits 
that makes Thus Spoke the Plant a unique 
and important book.

Some readers may find the book chal-
lenging, because of the way it integrates 
scientific research communication with 
the very personal inner development of 
the researcher. The decision to write and 
publish Thus Spoke the Plant was not an 
easy one for Gagliano. Relating spiritual 
experiences to others in ways that retain 
their power and meaning is difficult, 

and no less for someone who is part of a 
professional community in which such 
experiences are not often spoken of and most 
safely kept private. Combining this with the 
publication of controversial experimental 
findings has earned Gagliano no small 
amount of heat. Publishing Thus Spoke 
the Plant was therefore an act that carried 
significant personal risk for the author – it is 
a courageous work, beyond the merits of the 
science and philosophy it presents.

The book’s interweaving of the spiritual 
with the scientific is a deliberate effort to 
resolve the false dichotomy and opposition 
of materialist science and spirit-focused 
ontologies. Gagliano relates how the course 
of her scientific investigations was shaped 
by her spiritual experiences. What emerges 
in Thus Spoke the Plant is an integration that 
allows Gagliano herself to appear: a person 
working to reconcile a deep spirituality and 
unorthodox approach to research with the 
rigid norms of her field and the enclosure 
of the scientific materialist worldview. 
Gagliano and the plants push at the 
boundaries of this limited world, seeking 
to inspire healthier and saner relations 
between humans, plants and the rest of 
more-than-human nature.

The wider world that Gagliano and the 
plants urge us to awaken to is one far 
more thickly inhabited with conscious 
neighbours than you might previously 
have considered. Gagliano’s experimental 
actors – the peas, chillies, corn and the 
inimitable Mimosa – are teachers rather 
than subjects. We learn that plants can 
emit and detect sounds, and alter their 
behaviour in response, detect the identity 
of their neighbours even when all known 
modes of sensing are blocked, make wise 
navigation decisions when faced with an 
illusory water source, develop Pavlovian 
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conditioning responses, and habituate to 
harmless stimuli in order to save energy. 
If this sounds more like animal behaviour 
than plant behaviour, you are starting to get 
the picture! Gagliano’s presentation of her 
experiments and discussion of her results 
is simple and straightforward enough 
for non-scientists to follow, while still 
capturing the significance of the relevant 
theoretical and philosophical points.

Some of Gagliano’s results have 
implications beyond scientific research 
and present a challenge to conventional 
ways of understanding our own species. 
Perhaps the most remarkable is her 
demonstration of memory with Mimosa. 
Mimosa pudica has the ability to fold its 
leaves to protect them in the event of a 
physical disturbance. This action uses 
a lot of energy and cuts its capacity to 
photosynthesize dramatically. This makes 
it potentially disastrous for the plant to 
fold its leaves unnecessarily in situations 
where light is scarce. Gagliano walks 
readers through the steps that she used 
to establish that Mimosa’s leaf-folding 
response was not an automatic triggered 
behaviour over which the plant had no 
control, and that Mimosa’s apparent 
recognition of a harmless stimulus after 
repeated exposure was not evidence of 
fatigue. Having demonstrated behaviour 
that could only be explained by Mimosa 

retaining memories of past events, 
Gagliano opened a huge can of worms. 
How could plants remember without 
a central nervous system? And more 
broadly, if plants can do that without a 
central nervous system, then perhaps 
there is more to the intelligence of humans 
and the rest of the animal kingdom than 
we currently understand.

Such a radical expansion of what a 
plant is cannot come without a revision 
of their ethical standing relative to us. 
Gagliano herself was not unchallenged. She 
explains, “I had always considered myself 
a custodian of the vegetal world and, more 
generally, of nature, but seeing myself as a 
steward above and separate from the rest 
was a position no longer tenable […] They 
need not custodianship but a commitment 
to a non-hierarchical respect” (p 36). Thus 
Spoke the Plant also begins to explore what 
an ethics that takes plant consciousness 
into consideration might look like.

Thus Spoke the Plant serves as a fine 
introduction to Gagliano’s work and the 
emerging fields of plant behavioural 
ecology and plant studies. I found much to 
ponder on, and I’m still working on living 
the changes I made to my own ethical 
position towards plants after meditating 
on the implications of her experimental 
results. I recommend Thus Spoke the Plant 
to all readers of The Ecological Citizen.� n
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is clear and emphatic: “the only way to 
stop the drive for endless economic growth 
is to undo the necessity to participate in 
markets. That is, the conscious political 
control over production and distribution 
through central planning is the only way 
to stop and reverse capitalism’s ceaseless 
incorporation of the natural world” (pp 37–
8). (3) ‘Malthusianism is an evil fiction’, 
as demonstrated by Julian Simon. Here 
Vettese gets confused – if one accepts 
Julian Simon’s view that there is no need 
to stop the drive for endless economic 
growth, then whence the necessity to 
abolish nature-incorporating markets 
and establish central planning? Vettese’s 
defence of 3 undercuts his arguments for 1 
and 2.

A few more words on each cuckoo egg are 
in order.

(1) Markets are All Bad. The Market with 
a capital ‘M’ is indeed a poor master, and 
should be demoted to ‘markets’ with a 
small ‘m’, which can be good servants. 
Marxists tried to completely abolish all 
markets, along with money, in the early 
days following the Russian revolution, and 
substitute direct physical requisitioning of 
resources and goods by central planners. 
This was the period of War Communism. It 
was a failure, soon replaced by Lenin’s New 
Economic Policy, which restored significant 
reliance on markets, although not The 
Market. Today all countries, including 
the remaining communist ones, rely on 
markets to a significant degree, usually 
constrained by elements of collective 
action. Indeed, socialist economic theorists, 
such as Oskar Lange in his On the Economic 
Theory of Socialism, have long shown how 
markets can serve collective goals as well 
as individualistic ones.

So much for ignored twentieth century 
economic history. What about twenty-
first century economic policy? Ecological 
economists recognize that we live in a 
capitalist market economy, like it or not. 
It is our historically given starting point. 
Trying to wipe the slate clean with the 
bloody shirt of Revolution is a very bad 
idea. Better to constrain the individualistic 
capitalist market by two collective limits. 

First, since the market does not count 
the cost of the physical growth into, and 
displacement of, the very ecosphere on 
which the economy and life itself depend, 
we must impose macro-constraints on the 
physical scale of the economy relative to the 
ecosphere. This is a new problem. Second, a 
problem long recognized but not solved, is 
that a capitalist market economy generates 
extreme inequality in the distribution 
of income and wealth. A direct solution 
is to constrain the inequality between 
a minimum and a maximum income, 
supplemented by a wealth and inheritance 
tax. Do eco-Marxists advocate limiting the 
range of income inequality by a maximum 
as well as a minimum income? 

A specific policy for achieving both 
physical limits to growth, and for raising 
public revenue to help pay for a minimum 
income, is the cap-auction-trade system 
for basic resources. Vettese totally opposes 
cap-auction-trade because it makes use of 
markets. How unfair of the auctioneer to 
sell to the highest bidder instead of my more 
deserving nephew! Also putting a price 
on the free gifts of nature (like carbon?) 
is crude and immoral! But free gifts can 
also be scarce and require rationing. These 
preciously purist sensitivities lead Vettese 
to oppose any use of markets. No markets 
means no exchange, no prices, no need 
for money, no specialization, no division 
of labour. Well, who is going to abolish 
markets, and centrally plan the production, 
allocation, and distribution of everything? 
Not Troy Vettese and his fellow pretenders 
who don’t have a clue, but ‘the new socialist 
man’ who is still being materialized in the 
Marxist dialectical womb of history!

Markets are necessary, but not sufficient. 
In addition to offering macro-policies to 
correct the market’s scale and distribution 
failures, steady-state economics also 
emphasizes that goods can be physically 
non-rival as well as rival, and legally non-
excludable as well as excludable. Market 
allocation works only for rival and excludable 
goods. Non-rival and non-excludable goods 
cannot be efficiently or fairly allocated by 
markets and require planning and collective 
action at a more micro-level.
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(2) Central Planning is All Good. Given that 
macro-limits on scale and distribution, 
plus micro-intervention in the allocation 
of non-market goods require considerable 
planning, why bother to defend any role 
at all for markets? Why not centrally plan 
production and distribution of everything 
‘for the good of society’, as advocated by 
Vettese? First, remember the failed Soviet 
experiment with War Communism and 
Collectivization of agriculture. Second, 
consider a thought experiment. 

Imagine the consequences of rival market 
goods (food, clothing and shelter, plus a 
whole lot more) being freely distributed, 
according to the will of the citizens, as eco-
Marxists imagine. The democratic will of 
the citizens is to be expressed by voting. 
How much steel shall we produce? Citizens 
vote (or does a bureaucrat decide?). How 
much of that steel will go to the production 
of, say, wood screws, for example, as 
opposed a million other uses? The citizens 
vote again. Of the wood screws, how many 
will be round head, how many flat head 
countersunk, slot head, or Phillips head? 
How many cadmium-plated; how many 
chrome-plated? And some screws are 
made of brass or aluminium, not steel. And 
for each type of screw, how many of each 
length and diameter? And who shall receive 
how many of each type? The citizens 
robustly and democratically vote again and 
again as conditions change, although most 
have no idea of the myriad special uses of 
different types of screw, and may not even 
know which end of a screwdriver to hold.

Meanwhile those people who actually 
use screws and know their uses are not 
able to ‘vote’ with their money in markets 
and thereby convey reliable information to 
producers about what mix of the infinitely 
many types of screw is most needed, and 
would be most profitable to produce. Instead 
we have all citizens spending absurd 
amounts of their time ‘democratically’ 
voting, mostly about things they don’t 
understand, while those with the most 
information about actual use-values 
of screws are ‘disenfranchised’ by the 
absence of markets. Yet eco-Marxists claim 
that in a planned economy, use-value, not 

exchange value, would be the only criterion 
for the production of goods and services. 
Use-value as judged mostly by non-users – 
what could possibly go wrong?

With so much effort wasted on attempting 
to plan the allocation of market goods, there 
will be little capacity left to plan the use 
of true public goods, to avoid the tragedy 
of the commons resulting from open 
access exploitation of rival goods, and the 
larcenous market enclosure of non-rival 
goods such as knowledge and information. 
Eco-Marxists expect that as the transition 
moves forward, more products and 
services critical for meeting fundamental 
human needs would be freely distributed, 
according to the democratic will of the 
citizens effected by the central planners. 

Without markets (supply and demand, 
prices, and, yes, profit), there could be no 
self-employment. No one could identify a 
needed good or service and make a living by 
taking the initiative to provide it. Everyone 
would be a salaried employee of the state, 
giving the state monopsony power in the 
labour market and stifling initiative.

Most objections to market allocation 
would disappear if the underlying inequality 
of wealth and income distribution were 
limited by cap-auction-trade or ecological 
tax reform, and if the aggregate scale of 
throughput of energy and materials were 
restricted to some level approximating 
ecological sustainability. Instead of directly 
correcting excessive throughput scale, and 
excessive distributional inequality, which 
of course get reflected in market prices 
and allocation, eco-Marxists just attack 
market allocation itself, as if underlying 
scale and distribution problems could be 
solved by breaking the mirror that reflects 
them. What are eco-Marxist policies for 
directly limiting throughput scale and 
distributional inequality? If they don’t like 
cap-auction-trade and distribution limits, 
or ecological tax reform, then let them 
suggest something better, but preferably 
not the Revolution, the Singularity, the 
Second Coming or the advent of the New 
Socialist Man. 

(3) Malthusianism is an Evil Fiction. 
Marx’s hatred for Malthus is well known 
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and continues today. For all his faults it is 
hard to find a historically more influential 
figure than Thomas Robert Malthus. 
In addition to his enormous influence 
on Marx, as someone to be opposed, he 
was the key influence recognized by 
both Alfred Russell Wallace and Charles 
Darwin in their independently developed 
theory of natural selection. Malthus’s 
theory of under-consumption also greatly 
influenced John Maynard Keynes’ theory 
of unemployment. Needless to mention 
the whole neo-Malthusian birth control 
and planned parenthood movement. For 
Vettese, however, Malthusianism is merely 
the ‘false’ idea that resource scarcity and 
overpopulation are real. For Marx poverty 
was caused only by social relations of class 
exploitation, and he rejected any cause 
stemming from nature as undermining the 
call for Revolution. Marx’s anti-Malthusian 
denial of natural resource limits and 
demographic pressure continue in Vettese 
and the faithful band of eco-neo-Marxists.

Curiously Vettese’s modern anti-
Malthusian champion is the late Julian 
Simon, a staunch neoclassical economist 
of the most cornucopian variety, who 
vigorously opposed environmentalism. 
This third cuckoo egg (which is 
contradictory to the first two, as noted 
earlier) seems to have hatched prematurely 

and will likely get kicked out of the green 
nest, exposing Vettese as more red than 
green. Vettese accuses steady-state 
economists, specifically me, of having 
ignored Julian Simon’s critique. “Moreover, 
the neo-liberal Julian Simon developed a 
powerful critique of environmentalism in 
the 1980s, which Daly has not responded 
to” (p 35). Actually I published critical 
reviews of two of Simon’s books, and do not 
have space here to repeat my response, so 
refer Vettese back to what he overlooked 
(Daly, 1982; 1984).

In conclusion, Vettese has taken me as 
representative of all ecological or steady-
state economists, and that is not fair to 
many in that group whose thinking is quite 
independent of mine, or goes beyond it, 
some of whom may call themselves ‘eco-
socialists’. Likewise, I am afraid that I have 
taken Vettese as a representative figure, 
which is not fair to other Marxists or eco-
socialist of various stripes, some of whom 
(e.g., John Bellamy Foster and Paul Burkett) 
I have benefitted from reading, regardless 
of differences. � n
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CLASSIC POETRY

Not for a Nation
Edna St Vincent Millay

Not for a nation:
Not the dividing, the estranging, thing
For;
Nor, in a world so small, the insulation
Of dream from dream—where dreams are links in the chain
Of a common hope; that man may yet regain
His dignity on earth—where before all
Eyes: small eyes of elephant and shark; still
Eyes of lizard grey in the sub-tropic noon,
Blowing his throat out into a scarlet, edged-with-cream incredible balloon
Suddenly, and suddenly dancing, hoisting and lowering his body on his short legs on the 

hot stone window-sill;
And the eyes of the upturned, grooved and dusty, rounded dull cut-worm
Staring upward at the spade,—
These, all these, and more, from the corner of the eye see man, infirm,
Tottering like a tree about to fall,—
Who yet had such high dreams—who not for this was made (or so said he),— 

nor did design to die at all.

Not for a nation,
Not the dividing, the estranging thing
For;
Nor, on a world so small, the insulation
Of dream from dream,
In what might be today, had we been better welders, a new chain for pulling down old 

buildings, uprooting the wrong trees; these
Not for;
Not for my country right or wrong;
Not for the drum or the bugle; not for the song
Which pipes me away from my home against my will along with the other children
To where I would not go
And makes me say what I promised never to say, and do the thing I am through with—
Into the Piper’s Hill;
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Life far exceeds humans. For millennia, ecopoets have understood it as a far greater 
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Not for the flag
Of any land because myself was born there
Will I give up my life.
But I will love that land where man is free,
And that will I defend.
“To the end?” you ask, “To the end?”—Naturally, to the end.

What is it to the world, or to me,
That I beneath an elm, not beneath a tamarisk-tree
First filled my lungs, and clenched my tiny hands already spurred and nailed
Against the world, and wailed
In anger and frustration that all my tricks had failed and I been torn
Out of the cave where I was hiding, to suffer in the world as I have done and I still do—
Never again—oh, no, no more on earth—ever again to find abiding-place.
Birth—awful birth…
Whatever the country, whatever the colour and race.

The colour and the traits of each,
The shaping of his speech,—
These can the elm, given a long time, alter; these,
Too, the tamarisk.
But if he starve, but if he freeze—
Early, in his own tongue, he knows;
And though with arms or bows or a dipped thorn
Blown through a tube, he fights—the brisk
Rattle of shot he is not slow to tell
From the sound of ripe seed bursting from a poddy shell;
And he whom, all his life, life has abused
Yet knows if he be justly or unjustly used.

I know these elms, this beautiful doorway: here
I am at home, if anywhere.
A natural fondness, an affection which need never be said,
Rises from the wooden sidewalks warm as the smell of new-baked bread
From a neighbour’s kitchen. It is dusk. The sun goes down.
Sparsely strung along the street the thrifty lights appear.
It is pleasant. It is good.
I am very well-known here; here I am understood.
I can walk along the street, or turn into a path unlighted, without fear
Of poisonous snakes, or of any face in town.
Tall elms, my roots go down
As deep as yours into this soil, yes, quite as deep.
And I hear the rocking of my cradle. And I must not sleep.

Not for a nation; not for a little town,
Where, when the sun goes down, you may sit without fear
On the front porch, just out of reach of the arc-light, rocking,
With supper ready, wearing a pale new dress, and your baby near
In its crib, and your husband due to be home by the next trolley that you hear bumping into 

Elm Street—no:
But for a dream that was dreamt an elm-tree’s life ago—
And longer, yes, much longer, and what I mean you know.
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For the dream, for the plan, for the freedom of man as it was meant
To be;
Not for the structure set up so lustily, by rule of thumb
And over-night, bound to become
Loose, lop-sided, out of plumb,
But for the dream, for the plan, for the freedom of man as it was meant
To be
By men with more vision, more wisdom, more purpose, more brains
Than we,
(Possibly, possibly)
Men with more courage, men more unselfish, more intent
Than we, upon their dreams, upon their dream of Freedom,—
Freedom not alone
For oneself, but for all, wherever the word is known,
In whatever tongue, or the longing in whatever spirit—
Men with more honour. (That remains
To be seen! That we shall see!)

Possibly. Possibly.

And if still these truths be held to be
Self-evident.

Source: Edna St. Vincent Millay, “Not for a Nation” from Collected Poems. Copyright 1954, © 1982 by 
Norma Millay Ellis. Reprinted with the permission of The Permissions Company, LLC on behalf of 
Holly Peppe, Literary Executor, The Edna St. Vincent Millay Society, www.millay.org.

CONTEMPORARY POETRY

Say Nuth Khaw Yum
Kim Trainor

I heard the falls as we paddled north in shadow cast by the fjord’s sheer
hills, or we might have missed it. Tabu to look at, but you were drawn 
by sound and current to water coursing down the rock’s dark face.
As you looked up, I looked down, and the water bloomed with sea jellies,
a hundred tiny slips of moonlight sown in black water.
I have read that the blooms have become more frequent as earth’s oceans
warm, clogging the filters of coal and nuclear power plants
that warm them. Even so, you said, at least it is life of a kind.
New species will replace old. We will have to accept many changes
as ecological zones transform and shift northwards. Hard to say
how deep they went in sounding. We are a translucid and 
voracious singing flesh.

			   We camped at Berg’s Landing, near Bishop Creek.
I lay in the grass and studied the starbursts of dark green moss
interspersed with tiny purple orchids. I had no name for them,
or for the lichen, sprayed high on the rock walls, or the pale
orange blossoms like Chinese lanterns strung along delicate stalks.
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And I didn’t see the petroglyphs the man on the Deep Cove bus
told us to look for, carved by our people. Two Tsleil-waututh men came in
on a fishing boat, maintaining the grounds, doing catch and release. You asked,
what have you found? Lots of jelly fish—the red ones sting. Sculpins. 
Chum and pink at par. But they’re mostly still in the river at that stage? 
They said, here the water’s calm enough.

				    That afternoon I sheltered in our blue tent
writing, until I got distracted by thoughts of an equation for a tattoo,
something ecological—a beautiful and spare equilibrium, 
like Dirac’s equation or the first law of thermodynamics.
You suggested the Shannon diversity index but there was no internet
to look it up. We ate nuts and mandarins for dinner, with tea brewed
from the creek, mine spiked with whiskey.

					     Thinking now of that day,
as we shelter in place and Sars-CoV-2 slips from bat reservoir
to pangolin to human, it seems a world away. They say it’s given 
some space to the wild, though. Coyotes and jackals in the streets. 
And orcas in Indian Arm, for the first time in years.

Note: Say Nuth Khaw Yum (‘Serpent’s Land’) is the Tsleil-waututh name for ‘Indian Arm’, British 
Columbia, Canada.

Hospitality
Leath Tonino

In this land 
where trees are watched for clocks,
where animals move hours,
where the river,
like the sky,
is always 
here and gone, 
 
I travel 
as a stranger, 
travel by foot, 
travel light, 
travel at first light, 
and spend my nights 
in villages, 
 
the people 
saying you look familiar, 
saying eat this, 
saying once you’re full, 
old friend, 
you can sleep 
on our dirt floor.
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These days

Leath Tonino

So much talk of the future, 
so little talk of the future’s future. 
 
So much talk of the past, 
so little talk of the past’s past. 
 
After later and prior to before, 
these times are on my mind, 
 
this place we come from, return. 
Taste of dirt, feel of fern, feet in dance, 
 
birds in starry flight. Sleeping 
with our backs to the wind. 
 
So much talk and talk and 
talk of a great unknown. 
 
I disagree. I know we know
these days, our home.

 Antarctic voices
Australian Antarctic Territory 

Stuart Flynn

Sometimes when the wind here talks
it tells me things that science will never say:
how long ago by different stars
the gods of night and day agreed
to split the year between them;
that jutting rocks above the snow
are the eggs of enormous stone birds
and every iceberg is a wayward child
running away from home;
how the sky god bled the world of colour
to make the southern lights;
that rolling balls of snow
are tossed around by baby giants
while their parents’ snores from underground
pile up stacks of frozen steam
and that the penguins march away each year
to seek the trick of flight;
and how much more the cold would tell me
if I could catch its icy tongue.

Stuart Flynn was born in 
Australia of Irish origin and 
now lives in Dublin. Starting 
with Seneca the Spin Doctor 
(Acumen Publications, 2001) 
he has published various 
small-press books of 
poetry, and his poems have 
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Series
by Karen Whyte

About the artworks: Karen’s paintings and drawings 
are inspired by the Canadian wilderness. She spends 
a great deal of time outdoors, canoeing and hiking in 
Algonquin Park and other remote areas in Canadian 

shield country. These artworks are her interpretations 
of specific wilderness places, particularly water–land 

interfaces. Her art communicates her enchantment 
with, and her concern for, Earth and the natural world.

Higher-resolution versions: https://is.gd/ecoartwork

Ink Creek XII

About the artwork: Oil on canvas (18 x 14 inches).

From the artist: Around each turn of this beguiling creek, with its tannin-stained water, there is a new and exciting vista.



LaPeche waterscape (cropped)

About the artwork: Oil on canvas (16 x 16 inches).

From the artist: A midsummer view of the La Peche River in Quebec.



McIntosh Creek IV

About the artwork: Charcoal on paper (18.5 x 13.25 inches).

From the artist: Travelling by canoe allows a slow look at the waterways and woods so that one can engage in their reality.



Passage II

About the artwork: Oil on 
canvas (24 x 18 inches).

From the artist: This 
area is home to black 

spruce and pickerel weed



Algonquin passage

About the artwork: Charcoal on paper (18 x 13 inches).

From the artist: The creeks, rivers and 
lakes offer delightful journeys.

Algonquin wetland II

About the artwork: Charcoal on paper (28 .5 x 16 inches).

From the artist: Wetlands are vibrant and full of life.

River pool

About the artwork: Oil on canvas (28 x 22 inches).

From the artist: A quiet pond on a river in Canadian 
shield country. Dragonflies abound.

Treeline III

About the artwork: Oil on canvas (40 x 20 inches).

From the artist: Boreal forest surrounds us as we paddle the creek to the lake.
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Last Word

“I have not been convincingly shown, and seem to be totally 

incapable of imagining for myself, how any further technological 

advance of any kind will bring us any closer to being a society 

predominantly concerned with preserving its existence; a 

society with a modest standard of living, conservative of natural 

resources, with a low constant fertility rate and a political life 

based upon consent; a society that has made a successful 

adaptation to its environment and has learned to live without 

destroying itself or the people next door.”

Ursula Le Guin
From Dancing at the Edge of the World (Paladin, 1992)
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