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Book One: Models and New Directions 
 

Introduction 

 
      We shall require a substantially new manner of thinking if mankind is to survive. 

Albert Einstein, physicist, 1879-1955 

 
       As a human being, I want my kind of creature to survive. Maybe this is egoism writ large, or 

maybe this desire is hard-wired in me by evolution. In any case, there it is. Beyond this desire for 

human survival, I wish for future people to thrive, to be happy, to self-actualize, to evolve 

spiritually, and to live in balance with the rest of Nature. Doesnôt everyone wish these things for 

our descendants (not to mention ourselves?) 

 Nevertheless, many of us sense that as a species weôve gone off the track and are failing to 

move towards the end that we all desire: a healthy and ever more human humanity. We keep 

going back to the same answers: more trade, more technology, more education, and more 

electionsðbasically, more Western Civilization. Yet somehow it isnôt enoughðor maybe itôs 

too much. At any rate, it isnôt working very well. Every bit of óprogressô has a cost. 

We know humanity could be a lot better, we feel it in our bones. However, the positive 

changes need our help. A ñnew manner of thinkingò requires us to midwife a more conscious 

evolution, regenerating ourselves and our social structures.  

Letôs call this book a guide for species bootstrapping. Weôre preparing for a long expedition, 

packing up the world-view maps, problem-solving methods, creative ideas, and dreams. 

Sometimes we see warnings of obstacles and false solutions. Do not expect this guide to provide 

a political platform for the needed transformation. It is not an ideology but a beginning look at 

ways to help the human race continue happily and sustainably into the indefinite future, to 

stimulate your own thinking and discussion.   

Book One considers guidelines, models, visions, and strategies: a preparation of the ground 

for your own thoughts about change. It also focuses on the local level.  

Book Two goes more deeply into intractable problems such as war, climate change, and 

global poverty, proposing solutions that are new, divergent, or at least off the public radar.  

Since publication of the original version of this book in 2010, the world has seen several big, 

unforeseen changes, the kind that futurists call ówild cardsô: The BP oil spill, WikiLeaks, the 

Arab Spring, Japanôs tsunami and nuclear disaster, austerity and anti-union policies in Europe 

and the U.S., Occupy Wall Street and other economic and political protestsðand ever more 

urgent warnings about climate change. This new context called for a revised version.  

 

      While the survival of humanityðour own speciesðmust be close to everyoneôs heart, it is 

not currently at the top of the world agenda. Most attention is directed to the problems at hand. 

Here in the U.S., Americans are deeply immersed in their more local predicament, namely, that 

virtually all major U.S. systems appear to be breaking down, from health care and education to 

politics and the economy. These systems manage to perpetuate themselves but do not perform 

the functions for which they were originally designed. For instance, the political system is quite 

corrupted by corporate money and has deteriorated into two warring factions. The economy is 
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working for Wall Street but not for Main Street. We spend a lot on medical care and education 

but without the best outcomes (compared to many other countries). And so on. 

      These important struggles in our country have effects on the rest of the world, but they are 

only part of what faces the seven billion humans who live on Earth. We Americans need constant 

reminders that it isnôt all about us.   

      
      This many people live in the USA:        * 

      This many live in the rest of the world:    * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *  
 

         
As we in the rich countries, surrounded by our gadgets, look

 
out from our privileged position,

 

humanity looks very successful. But after digging deeper and looking ahead we could tag 

ourselves endangered like the polar bears, cheetahs, frogs, and mountain gorillas. Uniquely, in 

our case we are self-endangered. Humans will sink or swim together, and we need
 
to devise ways

 

to keep everyone afloat. The prime directive of other species is to perpetuate their species. As a 

biological species, that must be our prime directive tooðor else we will go the way of the dodos 

and passenger pigeons. We are unique in that members of our species can consciously consider 

what we do next. That doesnôt mean we are making conscious decisions most of the time, as 

individuals or groups. Humans are only potentially rational beings. 

       The first two books in the series Thinking Toward Survival aim to convince youðif you are 

not already convincedðthat the human race faces an array of incredible challenges, including 

but not limited to climate change, and then to point out the ways in which current thinking falls 

far short of meeting those challenges. The previous books were, respectively, about ancient 

habits of thought that limit us and about common ideologies that also narrow our thinking. They 

contained some positive suggestions, but this third book is meant to be focused on positive ideas 

and ways of working together that can not only sustain us but also help us live more satisfying 

lives. Many such plans are already in the works, needing only wider dissemination. Others are 

new creative responses arising by the day from members of our curious and adaptive species.  
        
       What Would New Thinking Look Like? First, it is the habit of thinking as a species, instead 

of primarily as members of nation-states or other sub-groups. We are of one biological species, 

with a long past and a future of indefinite lengthðwe are not simply some 300 million 

inhabitants of a particular land mass called the United States (or inhabitants of whatever nation). 

Also let us strongly resist the divisions of gender, age, ethnicity, religion, or political orientation. 

       New thinking would be a tempered optimism. Knowing that our kind is endangered need not 

involve despair. Our species has shown itself uniquely capable of change. We could calmly face 

our existential situation together, with courage and all the mental tools at our command. Instead 

of a few quick-fix answers, we would search for new directions on roads less traveled by.  

      Sometimes we get so bogged down in the problems that we miss seeing the constructive 

suggestions in front of us. These may be visions, new paths, existing models and examples, or 

helpful strategies that we could be taking. To keep readers alert to the fact that we are talking 

about positive actions and ideas, I mark some of these with a triple plus sign like this +++    

 

      What Are the Obstacles to New Thinking? We evolved to face visible threats with 

immediate negative consequences.  If everybody can see the house is on fire thereôs no argument 

about doing whatever it takes to save ourselves and kin. However, if danger threatens the whole 

species, which is to say each and every human in the worldðyet people canôt actually see and 
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smell the threat; if it seems too abstract or a few years into the future; if it is cumulative; or if 

some people dispute its very existenceðthen it is much harder to get everybody to act. 

      The United States public, well-intentioned and rapidly self-educating, is bombarded by 

propaganda and PR. Some, locked into old ways of thinking, fear a Mad Max scenario: economic 

upheaval and marauding hordes of city-dwellers, with survival only about one family, their 

freeze-dried food, and a trusty shotgun with plenty of ammunition. Some are so caught up in 

political rivalries that they assume species survival issues are simply partisan propaganda. 

Others, paralyzed by their knowledge, fear that humanity is already doomed by what we have 

collectively set in motion such as climate change and expanding populations. Yet their 

pessimism may be based on outdated knowledge and obsolete ideologies.   

Yet change has certainly begun. Some precipitating factors are the viral spread of information 

on the Internet and political organizing via social networks. In 2011, people from Arab countries 

to Ivory Coast and Israel, from Madrid to Wall Street to Russia reached their boiling point and 

began vigorous protests against authoritarian regimes, corporate domination, and corrupted 

governments. The outcomes so far are varied, but this wave is certainly not over.  

Meanwhile, the Internet makes possible a lot of self-education and debate about humanityôs 

issues. This potential has barely been tapped. The process of rescuing our kind has begun, but it 

is still in its early stages. What would it take to bring more people into the realization? And are 

we looking at our self-endangerment as broadly and deeply as we need to?    

    

 Five Threats: Concurrent dangers to our survival as the human species can be seen as five 

specific threats. One trouble concerns population growth at living standards that overwhelm 

Earthôs carrying capacity, a dual problem of overpopulation and overconsumption. This 

overshoot contributes to world poverty, the growing scarcity of freshwater for human needs, the 

likelihood of wars over scarce resources, and increasing pollution and greenhouse gas emissions.  

A second peril is our headlong rush into dangerous technologies without considering the 

consequences. Some of these technologies threaten our reproductive capacity, our lives, and the 

planetary systems that sustain us.  

 A third crisis is ecosystem failure, notably climate change, but also increasingly unhealthy 

oceans, eroding topsoil, and the loss of other species which depend on each other in ecosystems, 

and we on them. 

The last two dangers are related. The persistent habit of war, with its constant innovations 

and stockpiling of ever more destructive weapons, is now thousands of years old. Besides the 

existential threat of proliferating nuclear weapons, and the actual destruction of smaller, 

conventional wars, todayôs military production and preparation takes up a large fraction of the 

planetôs resources, contributing greatly to world poverty.  

The fifth danger arises because peak oil and gas (and declining reserves of other vital 

resources) coincide with geostrategic thinking by elites and by nationalism as a consensus 

ideology in virtually every country. This combination of depletion +geostrategy + nationalism 

makes devastating wars much more likely. It could even lead to an international free-for-all that 

destroys most of us merely to maintain a lifestyle for some of us that is already obsolete because 

it causes ecosystem failures.  

All five dangers are, to some degree, entangled with the worldôs current dominant economic-

political systems, corporate power, and neoliberal ideology. 

We (collectively) are not confronting these dangers with complete attention. The human race 

has yet to fully develop our potential for foresight. History records much more about leaders 



 
8 

jockeying for power than about their problem-solving. In an age of mass media, ideologies tend 

to replace thinking, often to promote or rationalize agendas of sub-groups. Yet all of this drag 

can be overcome. Humans do have the tools to save ourselves; however, it wonôt be easy, and we 

should start immediately.  

We need to evolve ASAP! 

 
        

Chapter 1 

Open the Window 
 

      ñWe were making a future,ò he said, ñand hardly any of us troubled to think what future we 

were making. And here it is!ò 

~H.G. Wells, The Sleeper Awakes, 1910 

 

     We continue to make the future every day with everything we do. Every time we buy 

something we are voting. Every time we make a decision the future bifurcates into the road taken 

and the road not taken (parallel worlds, if you will). Meeting the challenge of our moment in 

time, there are still enough perspectives, ideas, insights, actions, groups, and strong-willed, 

idealistic individuals out there to give us hope. We will need all our resources of heart, mind, and 

will, our accumulated knowledge and spiritual wisdom, to survive and keep the planet whole.  

      Human institutions were devised by humans, to serve human needs. If they no longer serve 

them, or if they have come to serve only a few humans and not the species as a whole, then they 

need to be changedðand we can change them. We were not born to be cogs in a wheel. We were 

not born in order to serve our nation-state or die for it. We were not born to believe and spread a 

certain ideology. Since human institutions and systems of ideas were developed by humans, none 

of them is sacrosanct. I do not suggest that we throw them out willy-nillyðonly to caution 

against mistaking the current time and place and todayôs consensus reality for the apex of human 

development and supreme arbiter of the human spirit.  

      Most people, regardless of whether they call themselves conservative or liberal or something 

else, can probably agree on aims such as these: a world of healthy children growing up safe from 

malnutrition, pollution, and war; a big middle class, not a pyramid with a few wealthy on top and 

a huge base of poor people; universal peace; democratic governments everywhere; a planet with 

sustainable energy and sustainable forests, agriculture, and waters; in other words, a planet that 

can support our grand-children and their grand-children in a truly human life.  

      We could work together on these aims instead of constantly taking adversarial positions. We 

can transform our thinking, learning to resist distraction, manipulation, subtle intimidation, 

misinformation, and disinformation. It is possible to overcome ancient mental programs that 

blame, scapegoat, and demonize other people. With awareness, people can resist the forces that 

would divide us by religion, ethnicity, age, gender, social class, and the artificial boundaries of 

nation-states. They can break out of ideological boxes and closed systems of either/or. l  

     The mantra is ñThink Globally, Act Locally.ò In order to gain the larger, planetary context for 

decision-making, economist Hazel Henderson suggests we practice thinking like a movie 

camera: sometimes panoramas, sometimes close-ups. Then we could easily go from personal and 

local, to national, international, and global and back again. Everybody possesses such a mental 

tool-kit with both its zoom lens and a wide shot. Letôs practice using it. +++ 

      We can include occasional flashbacks (i.e., history) in order to explain current actions. 
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Acting Together  

 

To begin to free ourselves, the first thing we need to do is to see ourselves again as 

historical actors, as people who can make a difference in the course of human events. 

~David Graeber, Debt: the First 5000 Years, 2011 
 

      We urgently need to work together across national boundaries. A number of highly effective 

nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) already do this, such as Doctors without Borders, Bread 

for the World, and Amnesty International. Large numbers of people need to participate, not just 

give money. The World Wildlife Fund, largest multinational conservation organization, has 

almost five million members and works in 100 countries. Friends of the Earth (F.O.E.) is counted 

the worldôs largest grassroots environmental network, with two million members and about 

5,000 local activist groups spread across all continents. Greenpeace International at 2.8 million 

members is now stronger in Europe than in the United States and growing in Latin America and 

Asia. Greenpeace is committed to non-violence against either property or persons, using the 

tactic of ñcreative confrontation.ò Among its successes so far, Greenpeace counts the ending of 

atmospheric testing of nuclear weapons and the treaty declaring Antarctica to be a global park.  

      Many other NGOs are working their own wonders through education, lobbying, legal action, 

and prototype projects. The world needs even closer alliances among all the green and 

sustainability groups across the globe, working with organizations devoted to peace, justice, and 

poverty issues. This may now be happening around the climate crisis. For instance, a coalition 

demonstrating for climate change action ahead of the Copenhagen conference included not only 

environmental groups such as Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth, and WWF, but also Oxfam.  

      Avaaz.org is an independent, not-for-profit organization that conducts online global 

campaigns for various environmental and humanitarian causes. Adbusters, an anti-consumerist 

environmental organization has launched several international campaigns such as Buy Nothing 

Day, TV Turnoff Week, and Occupy Wall Street (OWS).   

A friend, Dennis Larson, has proposed a global alliance of parents to pressure all 

governments to stop arming themselves and to stop supporting dangerous technologies that 

threaten the next generation. Who but parents are closer to the heart of humanityôs survival?  

Several very large planetary demonstrations occurred in the 2000s. In February 2003, some 

ten to fifteen million people in 800 cities and 60 countries demonstrated against the impending 

invasion of Iraq by the United States. In Rome alone, three million people took to the streets to 

create the largest anti-war rally in history. Then, on October 24, 2009, on a day of climate 

change awareness, there were 5,200 separate actions in 181 countries: parades, rallies, and 

creative theater. Another such event, Climate Impacts Day, is planned for May 5, 2012, with 

global witness at sites where climate change is already affecting local people. 

During the Copenhagen summit in December 2009, 14 million people signed a petition 

asking the worldôs leaders to present us with a strong and effective agreement (which, 

unfortunately they did not do).  Apparently 15 million people taking to the streets or signing a 

petition do not quite constitute critical mass. Then what number would? Let people who want the 

human race to survive and live in peace on a habitable planet join together in a green alliance, an 

alliance of parents, a human species alliance, and become a force to be reckoned with. Donôt 

forget that the second superpower is world public opinion. Why not make it the first?   
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      Perhaps it is not so much size that counts as passion and dedication (and often desperation). 

Like being chased by a bear, global economic crisis focused peopleôs attention. It became crystal 

clear that something needs restructuring or replacing. Besides high unemployment rates, modern 

capitalism is deeply linked with unsustainable overconsumption, ecosystem failures, dangerous 

technologies, and war. True economic alternatives are barely on the public horizon. The world-

wide economic crisis that spread from the United States in 2008 kindled a number of protest 

movements such as the 2009 Kitchenware Revolution in Iceland that forced out a right-wing 

government and began a process by which ordinary citizens not affiliated with particular political 

parties wrote a new Constitution of Iceland. The Icelandic parliament is the oldest in the worldð 

Althing was founded in 930ðgiving Icelanders some experience of democratic representation.   

      Widespread youth unemployment was the final straw in many countries which do not enjoy 

democracy. In December 2010 the Arab Spring or Arab Awakening began in Tunisia and spread 

to at least 12 countries in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), a region of authoritarian, 

corrupt leaders who had held power for decades. By February 2012 three governmentsðTunisia, 

Egypt, and Libyaðhad been overthrown. Violent repression by the government turned 

nonviolent protests into civil wars in Libya and Syria. Protestors used strikes, demonstrations, 

marches, and rallies, with the new social media to organize and communicate.  

      The courage and commitment of people in so many MENA countries inspired others across 

the world to nonviolent protests against both governments and corporate domination. 

Unfortunately, in many of the MENA countries the protests and revolutions were aborted or 

coopted by new authoritarians. 

In fall 2011 Occupy Wall Street began in the United States and quickly spread to several 

other countries. This movement puts economic realities front and center. Major issues in the 

United States are higher taxes on the "one percent," ending corporate influence on elections, 

closing corporate tax loopholes, student debt forgiveness, a more regulated financial services 

industry, and a direct, well-funded effort to put people back to work. 

OWS was itself inspired by the Arab Spring and European protests such as those of the 

Spanish Indignados. It is not yet known how radically OWS might restructure a dysfunctional 

political system and economic system in the United States, or whether the continuous feedback 

loop of protests might spark a world-wide movement of economic and political change.   

     

Everybody in the Pool   

 

      Nobody made a grater mistake than he who did nothing because he could only do a little.                                                   

~ Edmund Burke, Irish statesman and political thinker, 1729-1797 

 

      Individuals in all kinds of circumstances and in countless ways are working towards the 

survival not only of themselves and their kin but of everybody. If you find these people, you can 

imitate their memes. If you are these people, keep it up. This is not a job for Supermanðthis is a 

job for all of us. Such work is not pure altruism, since you are part of the planet and will live or 

die with it. Comedienne Whoopi Goldberg once noted that ñIf every American donated five 

hours a week, it would equal the labor of 20 million full-time workers.ò Do you suppose every 

adult and adolescent could donate at least one or two hours a week to humanityôs survival?                     

      One individual, one witness or whistleblower or activist can have an amazing effect. In 1973 

an accident sent a toxic chemical fire retardant into the Michigan food chain, but three years later 

the incident was largely forgotten even in Michigan. Then an article in Audubon magazine 
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revealed for the first time ñthe full details on how the PBB accident occurred, how it was ignored 

or covered up by state farm and health authorities, and how the cause of the mysterious calamity 

was discovered because of the persistence of one farmer [my emphasis].ò 

     Grassroots activists have made huge differences. Lois Gibbs, a young mother in 1978, found 

her voice at Love Canal and went on to organize the Center for Health, Environment and Justice, 

which now has 14 full-time staff members. In Jacksonville, Florida, Mrs. Lee Adams turned the 

tide against air pollution in the 1970s. During the same period Vera Mize, housewife and 

secretary, made it her cause to save Lake Superior from environmental degradation. About thirty 

years ago, a double nuclear reactor was planned for a location less than 100 miles west and 

upwind of my town. Carrie Dickerson, a middle-aged nurse who lived near the site, dedicated 

herself and her resources to organizing resistance to these reactors, pursuing both legal action 

and protest demonstrations. The Black Fox project was finally scratched. 

Maria Gunnoe, lifelong resident of Appalachia, struggled for years against mountaintop 

removal mining and valley fill operations. She created neighborhood groups to monitor coal 

companies, organized nonviolent protests, and testified in court despite death threatsðthe only 

resident to testify in face of such intimidation. The court ruled in her favor, repealing permits 

previously granted by the Army Corps of Engineers to a mining company for constructing new 

valley fills.    

      Since 1989, the Goldman Environmental Prize has been awarded to 133 people from 75 

countries, all grassroots leaders who have fought against logging development, toxic dumping, 

indifference to tribal rights, and other threats. For instance in Gabon, a country in West Africa, 

Marc Ona is president and founder of an environmental NGO called Brainforest to protect Ivindo 

National Park and its western lowland gorillas, forest elephants, and other rare forest wildlife 

along with two of the worldôs most beautiful waterfalls, Kongou and Mingouli Falls. Ona leads 

efforts to expose the illegal and secretive agreements between his government and a Chinese 

mining company that plans a huge $3.5 billion development to include a mine, a dam, railroads 

and a port. Ona, who uses a wheelchair, faces arrest and imprisonment for his campaign, but due 

to his efforts, the Gabon government is reevaluating the Berlinga project. 

      It is not always necessary, or possible, to dedicate oneôs self so intensely to a particular 

cause, but I am grateful that some of us do. Just donôt count on a few to do it all. In the Saints-

and-Martyrs Syndrome we not only admire people but unconsciously expect them to shoulder the 

full load as surrogates for the rest of us. Instead, as Dr. Helen Caldicott, pediatrician and anti-

nuclear activist, says ñEach of us must accept total responsibility for the earthôs survival.ò    

       In chaos theory, the Butterfly Effect is ña sensitive dependence on initial conditions.ò The 

common example is the flutter of an insectôs wings starting air movements that eventually result 

in a storm halfway across the world. In other words, a small cause at the beginning can spin out 

into some very large effects. This suggests that one person who starts a positive new action may 

have a larger than expected effect. One reason I like alternate history fiction so much is that by 

showing how a small change in past history might have resulted in a very different present, it 

suggests that small positive changes in the present might result in a very different future.    

 

Find a Fulcrum for the Lever 

 

All things are possible until they are proved impossibleðeven the impossible may only be 

so, as of now. 

~Pearl Buck, author of The Good Earth, 1936 
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 Some of our difficulties are concentrated at the local level, others are bioregional, and some 

touch several nations or all of them. The location or distribution of the problem determines at 

what scale we can work on it, from family to globe. Government solutions are often heavy-

handed quick-fixes that involve bureaucracies, one-size-fits-all thinking, and waste. On the other 

hand, many problems exist that individuals cannot reasonably be expected to solve on their own 

because the scale is too large and expensive, or the solution requires special expertise. Individual 

decisions that impinge on the rights of other people must be arbitrated or subject to laws.   

      One common pitfall is to put the entire responsibility on the individual. Take for instance 

water conservation. You can find many good tips and specific devices for the residential user to 

save water. For instance, you can convert an old-fashioned toilet to dual flush with a $25 device. 

However, the thermoelectric industry uses almost half of the water withdrawn in the United 

States (48%) and irrigation requires another one-third of the total. Most irrigators are 

agribusinesses which do not use state-of-the-art irrigation methods that conserve water. While it 

would be naïve to expect that personal actions alone will protect water sources, it is still a good 

idea to conserve water at the household level, for at least three reasons. First, this does help 

contribute to the solution. Second, the habit of conserving water will save money for your 

household. Third, it demonstrates your personal commitment to other people who may copy your 

memes while also pursuing collective actions to stop the exhaustion of water sources by 

electricity generation and agribusiness. Political and personal action is not an either/or. +++ 

Each person has to keep the goal in sight and then pick tactics. Should one write 

representatives in Congress, pursue remedies in the courts, or lobby Congress through 

established organizations? Work from within political parties? Demonstrate? Boycott companies 

that harm the Earth and/or buy preferentially from businesses that demonstrate good 

environmental and labor practices?  Orðshould one simply model a good example in oneôs own 

life, for instance by becoming vegetarian? Eating lower on the food chain saves habitat for wild 

species and can also save a lot of greenhouse gases. One can buy less and produce more of what 

one needs. As Henry Thoreau advised, "Simplify, simplify, simplify." 

      As more individuals and families live simply and self-reliantly, others will follow their lead. 

But while these changes in individual lifestyles are vitally necessary, they will not spread fast 

enough to accomplish all that humanity requires. Donôt assume you can ignore the political 

arena. Every situation calls for different answers and usually more than one. We donôt need to 

erect either/or barriers. Letôs avoid acrimonious divisions between those who want to pursue 

political strategies and others who prefer to make individual changes, those who want to work 

through established organizations and others who want more direct action, or those who want to 

focus on the local community and others who feel they must work on global issues.        

  Sometimes what the country needs or what the species needs seems to be politically 

impossible. One must decide case by case when to compromise and when not to.  

 

Persevere  +++ 

 

  Even if I knew the world were to end tomorrow, I would plant an olive tree today. 

~Francis of Assisi, friar known as the patron saint of animals and nature, 1181-1226 
 

   Following a talk about my books, an elderly woman commented that some younger relatives 

were so wrapped up in their jobs, their entertainments, and their consumer óstuffô that they barely 

paid attention to their elementary age children. Her point was that if people donôt care about their 
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own children in the here and now, can we expect them to care about the future of their 

grandchildren, or other peopleôs children, or the species itself? In the same discussion, two men 

said that they had given up on the human race doing what it takes to save itselfðor else people 

might wake up only after horrible catastrophes of war or climate change had killed off a large 

fraction of humankindðat which point it might be too late.  

   But one must find a middle-ground that avoids both denial and discouragement and keep at 

least a shred of belief in the possibility of large transformations. Although the public has a short 

memory, and the economy has eclipsed other problems, current ógreeningô is no fad. People are 

responding to a developing situation, and social networks can spread innovations rapidly. 

Adversity can be opportunity. Veteran green activist and environmental writer Jeffrey St. Clair 

says ñThe power of the people can still overwhelm the influence of big money. Anything is 

possible. Find your place, take a stand. People will join you.ò  

   Sometimes we miss encouraging news. A great environmental accomplishment has gone 

unnoticed by most of the public. Grassroots activists working especially in the South and 

Midwest have managed to block 166 proposed coal plantsða virtual moratorium on new coal-

fired power plants. In other words theyôve prevented the release of carbon equivalent to about 

9.5% of U.S. emissions. The result is that the United States has reduced its CO2 emissions more 

than any other country. Minnesota environmentalist Michael Noble calls it ñthe most significant 

achievement of American environmentalism since the passage of the Clean Air Act and the 

Clean Water Actò in the 1970s.  

  Also keep in mind that people who live under devastating conditions in the Congo, Burma, 

Haiti, Gaza, Somalia, and all too many other places still manage to keep their courage to survive 

and sometimes to forgive and rebuild. We favored ones in the industrialized nations can do no 

less. The human race had at least one very close call about 70,000 years ago, during which our 

numbers apparently fell to only a few thousand. Letôs not give up on us until the bitterest end. 
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Chapter 2 

Some Basic Guidelines 
 

      Underlying this book are certain principles, assumptions, or agreements that I believe are 

necessary for the human race to survive. While not the only ones, they are basic. These 

guidelines include Human Unity Consciousness, Awareness, Reasonableness, Positive 

Prevention, Look for the Roots, the Golden Rule, Question Assumptions, Context, and Wholes.  

 

Human Unity (or Species Consciousness) 

 

  I am a man, I count nothing human foreign to me. 

                                          ~Terence, Roman poet, c.190-159 B.C. 

 

Many religious traditions teach that all human beings are one and deserve our respect. 

Christians say we are all children of God.  

On the Indian sub-continent, when one person greets another saying "Namaste" it means "I 

salute or recognize your presence or existence in society and the universe." 

The biological sciences affirm this truth that all humans are made on the same basic pattern.  

Our ancestors were not very different from us at birth. Modern infants no matter where they are 

born have similar potential. 

In a spiritual, scientific, and historical sense we are one continuing race. But humans greatly 

need to raise their consciousness about this very basic truth. 

Species Consciousness goes beyond internationalism, racial tolerance, or even the 

Brotherhood of Man to a deep understanding that we human beings all belong to one biological 

species. Our kind evolved over time, settling almost every sort of land habitat on Earth. 

Differences in skin color, body types, and eye and nose shapes all developed quite recently, as 

evolutionary time goes, while differences in language and culture are even more recent. With 

species consciousness, we know something of humanityôs roots and identify with our species 

rather than with our nationality, gender, religion, class, or racial/ethnic group.    

     We have allowed slight physical differences to keep us apart. When ads tell us that thin lips, 

freckles, or body hair are repugnant, we learn to see another human being as ugly because of 

minor traits subject to fashions in human beauty. It is the same with language, cuisine, and other 

separating differences. Worse, we sometimes act as if some other tribe is not even human, letting 

primate xenophobia become channeled by propaganda and systematized as ideology. Instead, we 

could be as wise as dogs which are able to identify with their own kind whatever their physical 

characteristics, Great Dane or Chihuahua.   
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Humans may be divided by 6,500 or so languages, yet music, a baby at the breast, an 

outstretched hand, and a smile are universally understood. Let us grow solidarity with all the 

members of our one species: past, present and future. 

       

      Awareness: In the pressure of mass culture, many are so caught up in social conventions and 

ideologies that they have barely developed their own awareness. Society seems to require us only 

to be worker bees and consumers. Yet it is every personôs mission to become a mature human 

being who does his or her own observing, feeling and thinking. 

      Bill Moyers notes that the ancient Israelites had a concept called hochma which was ñthe 

science of the heart, the capacity to see and feel and then to act as if the future depended on us.ò 

      Psychiatrist Eric Berne defined awareness as ñthe capacity to see a coffeepot and hear the 

birds sing in oneôs own way, and not the way one was taught.ò This ability to live at first hand is 

similar to what the two previous books called participating consciousness, a direct engagement 

with experience that predates and transcends words, abstractions, and ideologies. Berne notes 

that a few people ñcan still see and hear in the old way. But most of the members of the human 

race have lost the capacity to be painters, poets or musicians.ò Berne proposed that certain kinds 

of psychotherapy can help people recover this ability to live in the here and now, to be more 

alive. However, preserving this capacity really needs to start from the beginning with children.  

      Natural child-raising, outdoor play and green education help children keep their ability to live 

in the present moment, part of the whole. I still remember peak experiences from childhood, in a 

group that worked all day to build a house or fort out of branches and junk in a vacant lot, or 

playing óKing of the Hillô on a huge mound of snow left by snowplows, on a sub-freezing day 

with snow still fluttering down. I doubt children can have true peak experiences from TV or 

videogames. Adults too need to play outdoor sports and to be in their gardens, at the park, on the 

trail, or simply observing the sky.  

      One of the Burning Man festivalôs ten principles is Immediacy: ñWe believe that immediate 

experience is the most important touchstone of value in our culture.ò Another way to help 

recover our here-and-now abilities is to cut down drastically on screen time. One can train 

oneself to observe carefully. Many spiritual disciplines such as Zen meditation are directed 

toward training oneself to look at the world afresh, without all the learned preconceptions and 

social conditioning, thus achieving óBeginnerôs Mind.ô  

 

  Humans will not be able to solve the worldôs problems together without the quality of 

Reasonableness. In the words of Wendy McElroy, reasonableness is: ñthe intellectual tendency 

to base your conclusions and actions on evidence.ò McElroy says the aim of a liberal education 

is to develop the habit of reasonableness, but one need not go to college to become a reasonable 

person. (She herself is self-educated.) However, many people whether educated or not refuse to 

consider ideas that threaten their deeply-held beliefs and prejudices. Or they match their views to 

the conventional wisdom because it involves the least conflict with others. It takes a kind of 

courage to think for yourselfðbut otherwise you are not really óthinkingô at all! 

  Three dimensions of reasonableness are a willingness to listen to other people, a sense of 

proportion, and a commitment to inform oneself and think through issues. 

   We live in troubled times, when reasonableness seems to be in short supply. Frustrated 

people oversimplify and overdramatize the issues. Black-and-white, either/or thinking abounds.  

Cults proliferate whether religious, millennial, or based on popular culture or technology (e.g., 

the óCult of Macô). The current exaggerated political/cultural partisanship is part of this picture. 
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Inability to compromise or to consider opposing views is the antithesis of reasonableness. And so 

are conspiracy theories that attribute the worldôs problems to some all-encompassing evil group 

or individual. The internet and social media make meme-spreading much faster and widespread, 

adding everybodyôs creative touches. Sometimes it starts to look like a new mythology.     

  Films such as Stargate, Zeitgeist, and Thrive have led to mythologies/movementsða 

patchwork of sci-fi, classic conspiracy theories, libertarian, green, and New Age themes. These 

become new cultish belief-systemsðor are followers just entertaining themselves with 

outlandish ideas? It may be that humans deeply require some sort of mythology. Science fiction, 

fantasy, or gaming allows one to enter a mythology without actually believing in it. But overly 

credulous belief in a mythology is probably incompatible with reasonableness. 

   Discernment is required to discriminate between political conspiracy theories that can be 

supported by factual evidence, and classic conspiracy theories claiming that all-powerful, 

demonic influences control the world. There is a large and disputed middle-ground where some 

look for evidence and try to keep an open mind, while super-skeptics will not accept anything 

but officially-sanctioned information. They forget that actual political and economic conspiracies 

have existed historically and can be prosecuted under the law, in which the secret agreement of 

two or more people to commit an illegal act is defined as a conspiracy. Examples are the 

assassination of Julius Caesar and Abraham Lincoln, the Niger uranium forgery, various CIA 

operations, and the Enron fraud. 

   In contrast, classic conspiracy theories are akin to mythology and rest on little or no 

evidence. They satisfy psychological needs and are not amenable to factual evidence. It is a 

reasonable hypothesis that political operatives might hack an electronic voting machine, but the 

claim that Earth is being secretly run by reptilian extraterrestrials is not a reasonable hypothesis.  

  One area that needs a deep infusion of reasonableness is ill -conceived legislation that 

mandates narrow, culture-bound notions of morality. In Sudan, several hundred women were 

imprisoned for the crime of wearing trousers in public. In the United States, many people are 

imprisoned for possessing or trading small quantities of an herb, cannabis sativa, which has been 

used for religious or recreational purposes for several thousand years. In approximately 76 

countries, largely in Africa and the Middle East, homosexuality is illegal, although same-sex 

relationships have an ancient history in many cultures and same-sex orientation is generally 

considered to be part of natural human variation.  

 In U.S. schools, ózero-toleranceô rules can criminalize normal misbehavior of young children. 

In Ireland, a new law makes it a crime to publish or utter blasphemous remarksðpunishable by a 

fine up to $35,000. All these laws and policies demonstrate a lack in the sense of proportion. 

  We can all encourage reasonableness, discernment, and a sense of proportion. Sometimes 

people donôt know what they have been missing until they hear its name. +++ 

 

 Positive Prevention: An advantage that humans have over other animals is foresight which 

allows us to act ahead of problems and prevent them by developing alternatives. This is being 

óproactive.ô For instance, diplomacy can often avert war. Contraception is usually a better choice 

than either abortion or an unwanted pregnancy. Government transparency heads off conspiracy 

theories (and conspiracies themselves), reducing corruption and citizen alienation. Preventing 

crime is better than punishing it. If a boy comes from an abusive family, has reading problems, is 

bullied in school, and perhaps suffers a head injury, let the community give him extra attention 

and support before he grows up to commit a violent crime and create more victims. Many a 
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criminal has exactly this kind of background yet collectively we let him live a life of neglect, 

fear, and humiliation until society finally mobilizes only to óput him awayô or execute him. 

 An area in great need of positive prevention is anti-drug efforts. William Moyers, a vice 

president of the Hazelden Foundation (a large, non-profit addiction treatment center) says 80% 

of U.S. efforts focus on stopping supply, leaving only 20% for prevention, treatment, and 

research put together. Moyers also notes that alcoholism creates more community problems than 

drugs but receives less attention. One focus for positive prevention is treating depression, which 

is often at the root of substance abuse. +++ 

Officials could reduce drug supply in more creative and beneficial ways than using military 

strategies and putting small dealers in prison. One example: U.S. funds help modernize and 

expand Afghanistanôs pomegranate industry to replace opium production. Afghani pomegranates 

are probably the largest and best tasting in the world, and farmers can actually make more money 

growing them than they do growing opium.  

 In the medical field an ounce of prevention is known to be worth a pound of cure. An 

organization periodically comes through my town to offer low-cost medical screenings. These 

tests give early warning of strokes and other problems, but are not provided by Medicare. One 

assumes that catching potential medical problems early would cost Medicare less than treating 

them later. Also, Medicare spends huge sums on treating elderly people who have fractures 

resulting from falls. But where is the public health program for preventing such falls? +++ 

While prevention is a good rule of thumb, some actions taken in its name are not self-evident, 

such as performing mastectomies on healthy women with a family history of breast cancer. 

Another controversial program would prevent adolescent schizophrenia by using powerful anti-

psychotropic drugs to treat youths who have early symptoms but who have not yet shown a full-

blown psychosis. Drastic choices often depend on imperfect knowledge. A doctor once advised   

a surgery when tests were inconclusive ñjust to be on the safe side.ò For me this was not a 

sufficient reason and I decided to forego the procedure.  

Widespread deployment of street surveillance may prevent some crimes but simultaneously 

allow a dangerous degree of government intrusion into everybodyôs lives. In all these and other 

cases the people directly involved must determine which is the lesser of two evils. Some actions 

that purport to be prevention clearly threaten greater ills than the ones they would avert. If it 

involves coercion, it is not positive prevention. Preemptive war is not a form of positive 

prevention but rather an excuse for aggression. 

 Certain attitudes keep us from employing prevention. A moralist may prefer to let people 

suffer from their mistakes because he gets a psychological payoff from the dramas of blame, 

guilt, and punishment. Another obstacle is Bottom-Line mentality with its time-frame of 

quarterly payments to stockholders. Thinking goes like this: óWe canôt suddenly stop 

manufacturing baby bottles when new research shows they contain a toxic ingredient because, 

after all, we have a responsibility to shareholders.ô This responsibility is perceived to be greater 

than responsibility to the public or to the species. Politicians tend to operate mainly in the short-

range bounded by the next election cycle, responding to the issues of the moment.  

Some people resist any external restrictions on research and industrial production because 

they identify so deeply with capitalism and cutting edge science-and-technology.  Here are those 

members of WAMLIC (white affluent male libertarian internet culture) for whom individual 

freedom is the highest good. They believe in laissez-faire in all areas, including the scientistôs 

right to research and develop and the entrepreneurôs right to produce whatever they please. 
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In contrast, the Precautionary Principle urges a conservative caution before plunging into 

new technologies. The Wingspread Statement of 1998 says in part: +++ 

 
When an activity raises threats of harm to human health or the environment, precautionary measures 

should be taken even if some cause-and-effect relationships are not fully established scientifically. [Thus] 

the proponent of an activity, rather than the public bears the burden of proof. The process of applying the 

Precautionary Principle must be open, informed and democratic, and must include potentially affected 
parties. It must also involve an examination of the full range of alternatives, including no action.  

 

 Look for the Roots: In order to prevent harms, one must look deeply into a situation. For 

instance, which is the problemðthat toddlers are seeing too much violence on TV or that 

toddlers are watching TV at all? Or consider this: a letter to the editor of the Futurist from Bruce 

Lloyd of London notes the vast majority of crime involves robbery and violence. Lloyd suggests 

that to reduce robbery, society should reduce obsessive materialistic consumerism, increase 

transparency in government and business, and abolish secrecy-driven tax havens. (His definition 

of robbery obviously includes white-collar crime, as it should.) Since violence is often due to a 

breakdown in communications, Lloyd proposes much greater attention to conversational and 

dialogue skills throughout the global educational system. +++ 

 The roots of current racial inequality in the United States are more structural than simply a 

matter of hearts and minds. There can be ñracism without racists.ò Even as outspoken bigotry 

largely disappears, segregated neighborhoods and schools and large black-white gaps in health 

and education still remain. Structural racism is our challenge. 

The word óradicalô means to get to the roots of a problem, and I promote radicalism in this 

sense, not the connotations the word has picked up of extremism and violence. We could look 

beyond the current war or wars to basic problems such as standing armies, which several U.S. 

Founders, later presidents, and other political leaders warned against. One problem identified as 

key to many economic and political problems is the legal concept of corporate personhood.  

 

The Golden Rule +++ 

 

       The essence of the human spirit is: Preserve life, promote life, help life to achieve its highest 

destiny. The essence of Evil is: Destroy life, harm life, hamper the development of life. 

~ Albert Schweitzer 

 

 The Golden Rule is the one religious doctrine which virtually everybody believes, whether 

they are atheists or Zoroastrians. The Golden Rule appears in some form in every major religion 

and most minor ones, as well as in non-deistic ethical systems. Common formulations: 

 
   Islam: No one of you is a believer until he desires for his brother that which he desires for himself.   

   Buddhism: Hurt not others in ways that you yourself would find hurtful. 
   Taoism: Regard your neighborôs gain as your own gain, and your neighborôs loss as your own loss.  

   Judaism: What is hateful to you, do not to your fellowmen. That is the entire Law; all the rest is 

commentary.  
   Christianity: All things whatsoever ye would that men should do to you, do ye even so to them. 

   Confucianism: Surely it is the maxim of loving-kindness. Do not unto others that you would not 

have them do unto you.   
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      Once the Golden Rule becomes habitual, human good will is expressed in loving-kindness, 

an unconditional love that embraces all: ñBe happy, be peaceful, be free of suffering.ò According 

to a Buddhist writer, Joseph Goldstein, ñAlthough we may not always live in a steady state of 

loving feeling, through practice we can learn to touch it many times a day.ò  

 

Question Assumptions   

                                                                                                                                                                   

       The fundamental western belief that there are rational ways of organizing the world which 

will bring benefit to all has been at the root of every human-made catastrophe that has overtaken 

us, yet many of us still believe that we have a bounden duty to bring our simplistic, 

universalizing, óprogressiveô systems of government, economics, education, policing, judiciary 

and morals to every part of every society on the planet. 

~Roger Osborne, A New History of the Western World, 2008 

 

Another way of putting this is that we all need some humility. We need to recognize that the 

way we do things, the way we have always done things, is not necessarily the way everybody 

should do things, or the way anybody should do things here and now. In fact with all good 

intentions, the westernðand especially Americanðdesire to give everyone on Earth the same 

benefits that we enjoy is the attitude of an imperial master. Circumstances may have changed so 

that we do not have the benefits we think we have, or we are overlooking the concomitant costs 

of those benefits. It may be that others elsewhere would like some of those benefits but not the 

whole package. It may be that we have something to learn from them. 

 

       Context, Context, Context: While looking at each component separately may help with 

repairing mechanical objects, for most of the complex matters of life we need to look at systems 

and wholes. In focusing on individual problems and details we are only doing this for the sake of 

convenienceðnot because events and issues ever exist in isolation. We get in the habit of 

thinking so because of education based on standardized tests, occupational specialization, and 

media stories that seldom give the full background. In the news everything seems to happen in a 

vacuum, to come out of nowhere, and then itôs time for the next news cycle. We especially lack 

historical context, global context, and ecological context.  

U.S. public and political life is contaminated with continual quotes out of context and 

selective quotes or citations of evidence. Here in the óBible Beltô where many still argue by 

quoting (or misquoting) selected passages from the Bible, the custom has spread to political and 

environmental arguments as well. If some part of the world had unusually low temperatures last 

year, it is taken as proof that global warming is a hoaxðnever mind what the average or mean 

temperature was across the globe. You need only the selected facts that make your case. 

Itôs true that looking at the whole means absorbing a lot of information at once. We may 

indeed suffer from too much information, too much to take in. But who then is supposed to look 

at the whole species or the whole planet? Do we leave that up to Congressional aides, President 

Obama, UN bureaucrats, and assorted think tanks and pundits? It seems to me that the more of us 

who are looking at the big picture, the better prepared we all are for what comes next. Among 

my acquaintances are many people, especially retired people, who spend much of their time 

reading and accessing information about current events and aspects of the human situation that 

are new to them. They serve as a witness network for the rest of us.  
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Wholes 

 

       When you tug at a single thing in nature you will find it attached to the rest of the world. 

~John Muir, American naturalist and conservationist, 1838-1914 

 

      An ancient piece of wisdom which served our species well for tens of thousands of years, a 

basic or original consciousness, has been largely ignored or even denied for 300 years of 

mechanistic, atomistic, Cartesian thinking (modernity). Wholeness may well be the most 

controversial of these guidelines, drawing fire from those who are locked into 19
th
 century 

scientific worldviews, either/or ideologies, selfish individualism, and bottom-line thinking.  

      The science of ecology is concerned with the very complex interactions and mutual 

dependencies of living entities in ecosystems. No wonder that starting a few decades ago, many 

non-scientists borrowed the concept of ecology to stand for that ancient, more universal spiritual 

principle of interconnectionðecological wisdom rather than ecological facts. Some professional 

scientists were at first upset by this intrusion into their domain, but most have learned to tolerate 

it, perhaps seeing more trouble caused by those who refuse to see any connections. Widespread 

realization of the dangers from human-caused climate change rests on this ecological kind of 

thinkingðhow one system of winds or water currents or tropical forests is interrelated with 

others, and how tipping points in one of them can cascade into disastrous conditions in others.  

      Let us bring interconnections back into the open and into the foreground. Instead of always 

dividing things up into smaller and smaller parts in order to analyze them, we look at the whole, 

a method sometimes called óholistic.ô One may also look at connection on the personal level. A 

person reaches true maturity not at a certain age but when one learns to integrate (or re-integrate) 

all parts of oneself, from the animal to the spiritual, and including the shadow personality or 

lower self. +++ 

 

      To repeat, the guidelines are: Species Consciousness, Awareness, Reasonableness, Positive   

Prevention, Look for the Roots, the Golden Rule, Question Assumptions, Context, and Wholes.  



 
21 

Part One: Our Mental Life                                                     
 

Chapter 3 

A Collective Mind Is a Terrible Thing to Waste 
 

 The biggest challenge we face is no longer the problem itself, but our inability to see it. 

~Andy Johnston, Ontario, letter to Ecologist 

 

       As we face more than one life-threatening problem, humans need to safeguard our inborn 

ability to reason and imagineðwe owe that much to our species, as well as to ourselves as 

individuals. If patriots are expected to lay down their lives for the nation-state, we could with 

more justice expect human beings to think at our best to keep the species and planet alive.     

The three or more billion of us who live on less than $2 a day lose a lot of our collective 

potential to malnutrition, preventable diseases, pollution, war traumas, and deep poverty that 

sends children to work instead of school. Yet even in wealthy industrial nations such as the 

United States, lifestyles and working environments do not support ideal mental functioning. 

Individuals typically suffer from sub-optimum nutrition, environmental pollution, stress, and 

constant distractions. Omnipresent media and advertising actively discourage individual thought. 

Some social customs and institutions promote a narrow outlook, and modern lifestyles do not 

permit deep, reflective thinking. 

      Since the social and the biological interweave, we begin with what an individual can do to 

attain a healthy mind in a healthy body. Optimum functioning benefits you, me, and potentially 

the entire human community.   

              

Care and Feeding of the Brain 

 

      The human brain is the most complicated organization of matter that we know. 

~Isaac Asimov, The Three-Pound Universe 

 

      It would help us all to know something about our remarkable thinking apparatus, sometimes 

described as an assemblage of three brains. The oldest part is the reptilian brain, in charge of 

unconscious body functions and repetitive behaviors. The mammalian or emotional brain (also 

known as the limbic system) is concerned with instincts, feelings, fighting, and sexual behavior. 

The overriding concerns of the emotional brain are to maintain oneôs safety and maximize oneôs 

pleasure, while avoiding danger and pain. Atop the other two parts, the most recently developed 

and uniquely human part of our brain, the neo-cortex, is capable of reasoning. However, its logic 

still depends on what the emotional brain wantsðthat is, safety and pleasure above all else.  

      The brain contains about 100 billion cells, and these cells make hundreds of connections with 

each other for a total of one quadrillion connections (that is a one followed by 15 zeros). The 

myth that we use only one-tenth of our brain cells is based on misunderstanding of early brain 

research. At the same time, we could make better use of this three-pound powerhouse, starting 

with taking good care of our whole selves. Thinking cannot be separated from physical bodies. 

Obviously if someone is sleep-deprived, in pain, or running a fever the old noggin fails to 

perform well. Constant junk food combined with sedentary TV-watching does not produce the 

sharpest minds, and a habit of drinking too much alcohol will definitely kill off brain cells. To 
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improve the performance of oneôs grey matter, start with all the healthy things that benefit oneôs 

whole body, such as good diet, sufficient sleep, exercise, and moderation in all things.  

      Thinking is a workout, just like aerobics. Dr. Gary Small, UCLA neurologist, notes that the 

brain accounts for a fifth of the adult human bodyôs energy expenditure, and childrenôs brains 

may use up more than half the calories they consume. A Canadian study reported that women 

ingested about 25% more calories after an intellectual exercise than after just sitting quietly. 

Researchers found that during the mental workout, blood samples showed an increase in levels 

of the stress hormone cortisol and greater fluctuation in plasma glucose and insulin levels. The 

studyôs lead author, Professor Angelo Tremblay, said that people tend to underestimate the 

biological impact of mental work.  Creative thinking may take even more calories. Daniel Pink 

says that cognitive scientists at Drexel and Northwestern Universities discovered that the flash of 

insight just before an óAhaô moment is ñaccompanied by a large burst of neural activity in the 

brainôs right hemisphere.ò  

      In an attempt to increase their mental energy and motivation, many Americans are addicted 

to caffeine in the form of coffee or cokes. They assume that thinking faster is thinking better. But 

pressured thinking does not allow for the all-important process of reflection, a habit of mind that 

needs far more respect than it gets. 

      Diet is definitely related to mental functioning. Food grown in depleted soils with only 

chemical fertilizer lacks essential nutrients. Overly processed food loses many of the nutrients it 

started out with. The addition of a host of synthetic additives to processed foods triggers allergies 

and other symptoms in sensitive individuals; worldwide, the incidence of allergies is increasing. 

There is plenty of evidence that once people stop eating indigenous diets and start eating 

ócivilizedô food, their health declines dramatically. These and related problems have led to the 

Fresh Food Movement that includes community gardens, teaching farms, community-supported 

agriculture, and farm-to-school programs. Many other organizations, movements, and writers are 

concerned with food since it is such a basic part of human health. Here I only wish to remind us 

that our diet can help or hinder our thinking. 

 

      Use It or Lose It: Research shows that exercise helps mental functions. Swimming, running, 

cycling, hiking, skiing, a daily walk are good for the brain as well as the body. Unfortunately, 

watching other people play team-sports on TV has largely replaced doing it yourself or even 

watching live games. In my motherôs day her little town fielded most of the men from age fifteen 

to forty-five to play baseball against men of nearby towns. The rest of the town came out to 

watch. In my childhood, we constantly jumped rope or roller-skated around the block, and we 

played sandlot softball and touch football without benefit of coaching or competitive parents on 

the sidelines to make trouble. Local parks had tennis courts, a favorite place to spend a date, 

while many an inner city lad practiced his basketball moves on a makeshift court. In other words, 

sports were (and should be) a democratic endeavor that just about everybody does.  

      Now team sports have been commodified or, in the case of youngsters, over-organized and 

made more competitive than necessary. Sometimes the lust for winning replaces good 

sportsmanship, when people identify with high school, college and professional teams as if they 

were warring tribes. Team identifications and rivalries resemble the hyper-partisanship now 

evident in U.S. political life. Are athletics a useful safety valve? Or are both arenasðathletics 

and politicsðbecoming overly combative?  

Many public school systems spend an unconscionable portion of their budget on athletics 

programs that involve only a tenth of the student body and put too much community pressure on 
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them to win. College football and basketball are big business, and it is hard to see what they have 

to do with the classic idea of a university. Meanwhile, men who evolved to run after game, to 

climb trees and swim across rivers now sit for hours in front of a television set to watch the 

virtual reality of other bodies running and throwing a ball. Coincidentally, the country has an 

epidemic of obesity (rates began to rise around 1980ðdoes anyone know why?)  

      Instead, letôs show our preference for do-it-yourself, hometown sports. A nation-wide 

campaign to promote participatory sports could have several benefits. Each city could divide up 

into neighborhoods large enough to field several adult teams such as softball, soccer, rugby, and 

basketball. They could be coed or not. Public school coaches might earn extra income by 

coaching adults in the early evenings and weekends, not to create winning teams but to help 

participants achieve their personal best. Arrangements could be made for community teams to 

use school facilities at off-hours. +++ 

      The biggest advantage of this plan would be to draw people away from watching television, 

away from virtual reality and into healthy exercise. It would allow them to have fun with their 

neighbors and help unify the óhood. Participatory sports would draw peopleôs attention back to 

their own abilities and accomplishments and away from unhealthy preoccupation with those who 

are at the very top in every field (discussed as ómonoismô in a previous book). 

      Exercise helps one think better but to exercise the mind more directly we have crossword 

puzzles, Sudoku, board games, jigsaw puzzles, and some of the electronic games. A well-made 

movie or a good movie makes you think about it afterwards, for days or years. Good 

conversation with friends is always mind-stimulating. 

 

Restoring Attention 

 

    Shall I not have intelligence with the earth?  Am I not partly leaves and vegetable mould 

myself. 

~Henry David Thoreau, 1817-1862 

 

We humans evidently have a psychological need for nature, which is hardly surprising since 

the vast majority of human experience has been spent outdoors with the rest of the flora and 

fauna.  But now we spend perhaps 90% of our time indoors. An artificial, sedentary lifestyle has 

developed over only a few generations, with medical and public health consequences. Thereôs 

scientific evidence that natural settings not only improve mood but also the cognitive functions. 

Attention restoration theory (A.R.T.) was developed by psychologists Rachel and Stephen 

Kaplan in the 1980s with additions by later researchers. In The Experience of Nature, the 

Kaplans examine how people perceive nature and what psychological benefits they seem to 

derive from various natural settings. The Kaplans find a surprisingly strong impact on people of 

all ages and cultural backgrounds. They looked at the effects of and preferences for each of the 

various natural settings such as urban parks, backyard gardens, and wilderness. They asked 

whether some natural patterns were more effective than others and how city designers and 

developers could incorporate all this knowledge into urban design. +++ 

Specifically, the idea of A.R.T. depends on the fact that there are several kinds of attention, 

one of them being directed attention which requires effort to focus on the task at hand, by 

delaying any irrelevant emotions and tuning out distractions. The task may be so interesting that 

it allows effortless attention or a state of flow. Even so, nobody can keep up such concentration 
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indefinitely, and eventually a person loses his focus, suffering from directed attention fatigue. He 

or she may then become irritable and easily distracted until oneôs attention ability is restored.  

Urban environments are not as good for recharging, because they tend to require continuous 

scanningðto make sure, for instance, that one doesnôt get run over by traffic. Oneôs attention 

goes to traffic-lights, street signs, shop window displays set up to lure passersby, faces to view 

for acquaintances. In contrast, natural environments are ideally suited to restore attention. The 

ñsoft fascinationsò of nature provide stimuli that donôt grab for attention or require constant 

control. As Jonah Lehrer says, ñA walk in the woods is like a vacation for the prefrontal cortex.ò 

There is also some evidence that natural environments can treat ADHD. +++ 

Some have suggested that natural environments are richer in visual fractals. Fractals are 

mathematical objects or images constructed by repetition of mathematical formulas. This results 

in unique, often strikingly beautiful images that consist of repeating patterns. Fractal construction 

is part of living systems, so the mind likely finds it easier to encode and process. 

 

      Preserve the Worldôs Mental Abilities: Theresa Brennan in Globalization and Its Terrors 

suggests that the next world-wide activist movement will  be based on health. In fact 2012 saw a 

string of protests across China against industrial projects that people feared would damage public 

healthða petrochemical factory, a coal-fired power plant, a copper smelter, and others. These 

protests involved thousands and often became violent. 

       Whatever affects health also affects thinking processes. Malnutrition, especially among 

infants, preschool children, and pregnant women, affects both physical and mental development. 

Kathleen S. Gorman of the University of Vermont reviewed studies of the relationship between 

malnutrition and cognitive development. They showed ñsignificant effects of supplementation on 

broad measures of cognitive development during the preschool period.ò Early supplementation 

continued to affect adolescents in achievement-related tests such as reading and numeracy. But 

Gorman also noted that not only diet but other living conditions need to be improved for children 

to develop their full potential.  

     Many commonly used chemicals have neurocognitive effects. For instance, hundreds of 

millions of people work with pesticides. Prenatal exposure to organophosphate pesticides can 

lower childrenôs IQs by as much as seven points. Research shows that farmers and others who 

routinely handle pesticides hasten cognitive decline as if they were aging faster. The condition is 

called Mild Cognitive Decline (MCD). One study showed that workers in French vineyards with 

pesticide exposure were five times more likely to score poorly on a battery of neurological tests 

than those without such exposure. The Bordeaux study measured abilities such as memory and 

recall, verbal skills, and language retrieval. 

       Pollution of many kinds is widespread across the world and affects mental processes. Car 

emissions contain aromatic hydrocarbons which many studies show have lasting effects on the 

brain and are associated with childhood autism, anxiety, and reduced reasoning ability. Ingesting 

or breathing certain substances can directly injure the brain; these include organic solvents, low 

levels of carbon monoxide, and carbon disulfide.  Both lead and mercury interfere with brain 

development in children or fetuses. A team of doctors at Mt. Sinai calculated that mercury 

exposure in the womb so lowered IQ levels that it cost the United States $8.7 billion/year in lost 

earnings potential. Mercury emissions from coal-burning power plants or cement factories are 

therefore dangerous to our collective intelligence. 
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        Radical transparency would show those of us in the industrial countries where our pollution 

and toxins are headed to poorer countries, such as ship-breaking or disposing of e-waste, and 

help to stop those trajectories. +++ 

       A study in Mexico compared mental abilities of 73 children: some from heavily polluted 

Mexico City, the others from the relatively clean city of Polotitlan. Not only did the Mexico City 

children perform much worse on cognitive tests, but a sample of children given brain scans 

showed signs of lesions at the front of their brains. Researchers concluded that high levels of 

particulate pollution in Mexico City could cause brain inflammation in the frontal and prefrontal 

cortexes, affecting cognition and memory.  

Daniel Goleman says that the brain is especially vulnerable to invading chemicals because it 

uses a wide variety of molecules to send its chemical messages. That means there are many more 

ways that external molecules can interfere with its processes. He cites Dr. Martha Herbert, 

pediatric neurologist at Harvard Medical School, who says an emerging medical model is that a 

great many diseases have one root cause, chronic inflammation induced by stress, including 

environmental stress.  

      Maternal use of alcohol, tobacco, and some other social drugs can permanently impair fetal 

cognition. A more subtle effect from the combined effect of environmental toxins and sedentary 

living associated with television/computer screens is precocious puberty, especially among girls. 

In the United States, female puberty is now occurring between one and two years earlier than it 

did just 30 years ago. Ecologist Sandra Steingraber in a report for the Breast Cancer Fund says 

she and other scientists have found alarming effects of early puberty on health and social 

development, but here let us focus on the mental effects: once sex hormones kick in, the brain 

loses some of its capacity to build new connections.  

Apparently several contributing causes or sufficient causes result in early puberty. A number 

of studies have implicated increased obesity rates, soy infant formula and processed soy, 

excessive television watching, and hormone-disrupting chemicals such as organotins, phthalates, 

PCBs, and BPAs found in disinfectants, outdoor paints, nail polish, food packaging, and many 

other common items. [Avoid hormone-disrupting chemicals. +++] 

        The USA ranks near the bottom of industrial nations on life expectancy and infant mortality 

rates, and a 2009 report from a group of 89 retired generals states that about three-fourths of the 

nationôs youths age 17 to 24 are not eligible for military service because of poor education, 

overweight, or various physical and mental ailments. One in four potential recruits lacks a high 

school diploma, one in four is overweight, and one in three has a health problem such as asthma, 

poor eyesight or a mental problem that would disqualify him or her for military service. This 

suggests that the U.S. population is not living up to its biological potential. Preserving our mental 

powers is just one added reason to insist on a beefed-up EPA, to avoid unnecessary consumer 

products, to cut down drastically on childrenôs screen-time, and to play ball with them. +++ 

Some prescription drugs can cause brain damage. Cholesterol-lowering medications (statins) 

have become the most popular, widely-distributed prescription drugs in the world, yet can have 

side effects that include memory loss and mental confusion. This has been known for several 

years but only recently did the U.S. FDA rule that warning labels be put on pill containers. 

        Another issue concerning cognition is the very widespread use of psychiatric drugs, 

particularly for children. U.S. sales of psychiatric drugs for all agesðanti-psychotics, 

antidepressants, anti-seizure and ADHD drugsðadd up to $40 billion a year, according to 

investigative journalist Evelyn Pringle. Robert Whitaker (Mad in America) notes that the 

numbers of mentally disabled people greatly increased during the same time period that a new 
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generation of psychiatric ñwonder drugsò came on the market, starting with Prozac in 1987. Over 

the long term ñyou find with every class of these psychiatric drugs a worsening of the target 

symptom of depression or psychosis or anxietyé compared to placebo-treated patients.ò 

      The U.S. Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality reported that in 2006 the nation spent 

more money treating mental disorders in children aged 0 to 17 than for any other medical 

condition. Americans buy 94% of ADHD drugs, which makes one wonder if the ailment is 

limited to American children. Several large pharmaceutical companies have paid fines in the 

billions for illegally marketing psychotropic drugs prescribed to children.. Jim Gottstein, leading 

attorney in a public interest law firm, the Law Project for Psychiatric Rights, says that 

prescriptions using off-label psychotropic drugs for children and youth, often paid for by 

Medicaid, constitute Medicaid fraud. 

     Parents or anyone contemplating the use of psychotropic drugs should educate themselves 

first, lest they do more harm than good.  

 

Blessed Sleep 

 

      If you are sleep-deprived for a day, your brain functions about as well as that of a person 

who is legally drunk. 

~Larry McCleary, MD, neurologist 
 

       A number of studies suggest that sleep deprivation is common in the United States, 

especially for shift workers, adolescents, college students, working mothers, parents of 

newborns, and people with more than one job. A second job can reduce sleep averages by as 

much as 10 hours a week, according to a Maryland study. Shift work can be especially 

disruptive, and rotating shift workers sleep the least of any group. The Bureau of Labor Statistics 

estimates about 15.5 million people work evening, night, or rotating shifts, including truckers, 

workers in industries on a 24-hour schedule, people who provide critical services such as police, 

firefighters, and staff at utilities and hospitals, and those who serve all the foregoing. Shift work 

is increasing because people who work odd hours need support services such as gas stations, 

grocery stores, and restaurants that are open on the same 24-hour schedule.   

      Daytime sleep tends to be shorter and less refreshing than sleep at night. The body has its 

own circadian rhythm that one ignores at oneôs peril, building up a sleep debt that demands 

payment, causing a drowsiness that can be dangerous. Night workers are more susceptible to 

mistakes and accidents both on and off the job. We need to respect our natural cycles. New 

research shows that as many as 15% of human genes operate on a schedule, which in turn 

influence many biological functions such as metabolism, cell division, and thinking processes. 

Industrial and economic demands too often ignore the fact that we are biological creatures.  

      Students comprise another sub-group that often suffers sleep deprivation. Biological changes 

during puberty reprogram the adolescent to go to sleep later and wake up later. It is known that 

adolescents tend to sleep late, yet public school schedules often begin by eight a.m. As for 

college students, many hold jobs at the same time they are competing for grades and trying to 

keep their scholarships. Dr. William Dement of the Stanford University Center for Sleep 

Disorders notes that 55% of drowsy driving fatalities occur under the age of 25.  

      Lack of sleep affects mood, and a recent study suggests it can cause deeper psychological 

disturbances. Brain scans showed that compared to a control group, the amygdala or emotional 

forebrain of subjects deprived of sleep showed 60% more activity when shown gruesome 

images. The lead researcher, Matthew Walker, says that ñThe amygdala seems to be able to run 
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amok.ò He believes that one function of sleep may be ñ[to prepare] our emotional brains for the 

next dayôs social and emotional interactions.ò In other words, we need sleep to calm us down.  

      How do we overcome the sleep deficit? Answers range from tips for the individual to public 

perception to a different sort of economy. Hospital residents, truckers, and airplane pilots should 

not be forced to work extra-long hours. We need more employers who allow strategic naps at 

work, more public respect for sleep, and a step back from the frenzy of global capitalism that 

Theresa Brennan described as consuming the planet and its people as rapidly as possible. +++ 
 

       Noise and Other Stress: People in certain occupations are exposed to toxins, loud noises, or 

repetitive motions that cause disability and pain. None of this improves thinking processes. A 

Cornell study found that in open-style offices, even low-level noise creates additional stress, 

measured by the amount of epinephrine, a stress hormone, in the clerical workersô urine. 

Cubicles donôt help much with the noise situation, according to Gary Evans of Cornell, an expert 

on environmental stress, who suggests that cubicle residents make agreements to keep voices and 

other noises low, perhaps using noise-cancelling headphones or other products. +++ 

     The World Health Organization has been researching the relationship of noise and stress, 

reporting that long-term exposure to traffic noise could be responsible for hundreds of thousands 

of deaths annually through ischemic heart disease. A study of children living near German 

airports shows noise can damage long-term memory, reading ability, and speech perception.  

     WHO also gathers research on Electrical Hypersensitivity, a health condition that occurs in 

some places because of poor power quality or ódirty electricity.ô  It may be due to stray voltage, 

especially on farms in areas with poor utility infrastructure and grounding. Another cause is 

EMF from electrical devices. Use of electricity has increased dramatically over the past half 

century, with stress on aging electrical systems. Power is ódirtyô when it contains high frequency 

signals flowing through overloaded wires. More technically, scientists Magda Havas and David 

Stetzer describe dirty electricity as ña combination of harmonics and transients generated 

primarily by electronic devices and by non-linear loads.ò (Dirty power is also defined as 

electricity that causes problems in computers due to spikes, significantly higher or lower average 

voltage, or plain noise. Together they are called ópower hits.ô)  

      A study by Havas and Stetzer found that improving power quality in homes and schools by 

using a Graham/Stetzer filter also improved a number of symptoms suffered by individuals such 

as chronic fatigue, depression, memory loss, tinnitus, and certain symptoms associated with 

diabetes and multiple sclerosis. +++ The two Czech researchers estimate that as many as 50% of 

the population may be hypersensitive, with children more sensitive than adults. They suggest that 

electrical hypersensitivity may interfere with education and contribute to disruptive behavior 

associated with ADD. Remember that no less than computers, humans are electrical beings too. 

Almost all our cells can generate electricity. The nervous system operates on it. 

   

      Preserve Peripheral Vision: Frank Forencich points out another disadvantage of working in 

cubicles: it frustrates ancient impulses to check out the landscape from time to time to make sure 

no predators are out there. Forencich is especially concerned that our chronically focused vision 

from watching television, using computers, and doing other close work may result in an atrophy 

of peripheral vision. He says this in turn could affect our mental life: ñMonotonous visual inputs 

may very well lead to static, stereotyped thinking.ò Working in a box, looking straight ahead 

most of our day even for our entertainment, could well lead to thinking in a box and an inability 

to see alternatives, that is, it could lead to ideology and rigid conformity. 
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      Forencich proposes several antidotes to this narrowing focus, noting that the most obvious 

solution lies in sports and games, especially ñopen field challenges that include lateral, blind spot 

challengesò such as running with the football, open court dribbling with the basketball, and 

soccerðor even a simple game of tag. Regular exercise of whatever kind is helpful, and if it 

involves panoramas or open-field running, so much the better for oneôs peripheral vision. +++ 

      Dr. Small says that video game playing can improve peripheral vision. Forencich suggests 

seeking out literal panoramas. ñClimb up on rooftops, hilltops and mountain summits. Go up in 

light aircraft [and balloons] when you get the chance.ò Also he advises one to look for 

intellectual panoramas such as interdisciplinary studies and integrative approaches. Remember 

Hazel Hendersonôs advice to act like a movie camera, with a zoom lens that can move back and 

forth between panoramas and close-ups. Forencich also says, ñPay closer attention to 

relationship, context and environment.ò That somewhat resembles how East Asians think; it is 

more field-dependent, more óright-brained.ô +++ 

       Another aspect of vision is the spectrum of light to which we are exposed. Our species 

evolved to live in sunlight but many of us now live most of our hours under artificial light 

sources. Pioneer photobiologist John Nash Ott coined the term ómalilluminationô to describe the 

negative effects of sunlight deficiency and of artificial pink or old-style fluorescent lighting on 

behavior, learning and health. Ott developed the first full-spectrum light bulbs to include a wider 

range of wave-lengths. He advised time outdoors in natural light without wearing glasses. +++ 

        

Anxiety and Depression: 

 

      While negative moods might promote focused attention and rigorous analysis, there's good 

evidence that happiness promotes a more freewheeling kind of information processing, which 

leads to more creative insightsé.The moral is that emotions influence how we process and pay 

attention to information, and that different kinds of cognitive tasks benefit from different moods. 

~Jonah Lehrer, ñMood and Cognitionò 

 

Thinking cannot be separated from emotions. A little melancholy may give us the edge on 

practical tasks; a cheerful optimism supports creative solutions. But truly negative moods and 

conditions (or manic excitement) do not help us use the gift of reason. They also color our 

general beliefs and ideologies. 

Anxiety or chronic, low-level fear can result from job insecurity or other worries about 

income and debts. Or it may arise from worry about family members, relationships, health, and 

other personal issues. Excessive details and distractions (see later) add to anxiety. People worry 

about their adequacy to perform their given social role as in ótoo much to do, not enough time to 

do it.ô Many of us, especially women with young children at home, or people working more than 

one job, are pulled in a great many directions at once. People are often óover-ampedô by work, 

study, family obligations, personal needs, and confusing social expectations about how much one 

human being can do in a given amount of time. Multi-tasking has becomea social ideal, whether 

or not people can actually accomplish it. 

       Anxiety leads people to take intellectual shortcuts, to cut corners. It is not conducive to 

creative thinking. Neither is depression, referring not to persistent clinical depression but rather a 

cyclical low that most people seem to experience from time to time. During melancholy, the 

whole thinking process seems to slow down and becomes óstuckô or repetitive. Thoughts go in 
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circles, dwelling on the negative aspects of things, replaying unpleasant moments. One is not 

bubbling with new ideas, to say the least. The mind acts more like a zoo animal pacing its cage. 

      For most of us, most of the time, meditation, yoga, tai-chi, running, making or listening to 

music, nature hikes, gardening, bird-watching, swimming, and similar activities can relax 

anxieties and focus the mind so one thinks better. Everybody needs some solitude and exercise, 

social contacts and fellowship. All of us need to center ourselves in natural settings. Having a pet 

is helpful. For people who tend to be pessimistic, a therapy called ñresilience trainingò helps 

them learn to identify and overcome negative patterns of thinking. The object is not to become 

blind optimists but rather hopeful realists.   

      While conscious attempts to improve oneôs outlook are useful, there is a physical basis for 

these cyclical down moods. Depressions differ, some triggered by external events, others with 

more internal causes. If someone loses a job or is robbed, if the wedding is called off, there is óa 

reasonô for the unhappinessðother people are more likely to understand and excuse it. But the 

physical causes, whatever they are, are also real. While one can sometimes help a mildly 

depressed person to raise his or her spirits, it is not at all helpful to act as though every depressed 

person willfully chooses to be unhappy.  

       Depressed people often self-medicate with alcohol or illegal substances, or they gorge on 

food, leading to more things to be depressed about. As weôve noted, prescription drugs present 

their own problems.  An Adbusters article claims that 25% of people in both developed and 

developing countries experience a psychological disorder in the course of their lives, also that by 

2020, depression will become the second-leading global cause of death and disability (heart 

disease is the firstðand it has a link with stress).The numbers are an extrapolationðóif present 

trends continueô. Yet we could probably do a lot to reduce depression, directly and indirectly. 

Most important, let us not blame or reject those who cannot adjust to a society that is more 

designed for making money than for human well-being. 

       If societies did a better job of identifying and treating depression, this would go a long way 

toward reducing alcoholism and other substance abuse that reduces peopleôs mental functioning 

along with other bad results such as domestic abuse, automobile accidents, and crimes. Happier 

people would increase their productivity in all areas. From a cost/benefit viewpoint, social 

attention to depression would pay for itself many times over. Besides seeing depression from the 

medical viewpoint or dealing with it as a matter of individual responsibility, we need also to look 

at conditions of society that contribute to depression, such as income insecurity, lack of 

healthcare, homophobia, racism, or demeaning portrayals of older people in the media. +++ 

       One effect of depression is to make people less likely to want to deal directly with species- 

wide challenges. A depressed person sees the state of the world as just another thing to worry 

about. Depression leads to cynicism, pessimism, and mental habits such as blame and 

scapegoating. This is definitely not a problem-solving mode. In an attempt to forestall 

depression, some insist on a relentless optimism that often resembles denial. Neither does this 

attitude help us to resolve real species problems or personal ones.   

 

Distractions 

 

       At times the whole world seems to be in conspiracy to importune you with emphatic trifles. 

~Ralph Waldo Emerson, ñSelf-Relianceò 
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      While annoying, they are so much a part of our lives that we tend not to add up all the little 

details that crowd our brains. A large part of daily distraction has to do with advertising, some 

with bureaucratic paper shuffling and legalese, while most of the rest comes from our high-tech 

culture. Advertising includes television commercials, newspaper inserts, Internet spam and pop-

ups, junk mail, telemarketers, mail catalogs sent every month until the company gives up on you, 

store ads broadcast while youôre shopping, billboards, and glossy magazines that are nothing 

more than a series of ads posing as reading matter.  

      Computer expert Christopher Null claims that spam constitutes 97% of all email traffic. Tess 

Rheinhardt says that between 1992 and 2002, telemarketing calls rose from 7 billion a year to 51 

billion, while prime time TV commercials that took 9.5 minutes per hour in 1960 now take 15 

minutes per hourðor one-quarter of TV time. And the school kids are introduced early.  Juliet 

Schor in Born to Buy reports that the average American child sees 40,000 advertising messages a 

year, with corporations spending about $15 billion yearly to reach children 12 and under. 

      Credit companies keep mailing blank checks, so for fear thieves could use them I must spend 

time shredding. Remember when the only thing you had to worry about was whether you had 

your keys and had turned off the burner under the teakettle? 

      Worthy causes phone, mail, and email to request donations whether or not you have any 

money to give them, and some callers hardly take no for an answer. Trying to get ahead of a bad 

economy, you keep track of store sales for essential items, and maybe you clip grocery coupons. 

You must keep up with oil changes, car tune-ups, dental check-ups, child vaccination schedules, 

and pet shots. You must remember to refill your prescriptions and renew your subscriptions. You 

are supposed to have your furnace and air conditioner checked before the heating or cooling 

season and to change your filters every few months. The lawn must be mowed regularly or the 

Code Compliance people will get you, and the gutters need cleaning again. 

      A modern person must remember umpteen zip codes, area codes, addresses, passwords and 

pin numbers, fax numbers, instructions of many kinds, perhaps lock combinations. Or else one 

must write it all down someplace, or buy an electronic gadget to remember it. Then a person 

must remember where he has put the list or the electronic gadget, and if someone else finds the 

gadget they might steal his identity. Getting automobile licenses and tags, paying oneôs taxes 

(property taxes, personal property taxes, state and federal income taxes),  even keeping up with 

oneôs bills is often needlessly complex. If there is a mistake on a bill, it may take an hour or two 

of playing with phone or computer menus that do not seem to include your particular concern. 

       Voting is also harder than it should be. Many of the people who cast provisional votes that 

end up not being counted have simply forgotten or never noticed the location of their voting 

precinct. Or perhaps they work on the other side of town from their precinct. Universal 

registration would solve this problem. +++ 

      Another huge area of distraction is pop culture, with obligatory knowledge of the lives of 

celebrities with their marriages, divorces, affairs, births and adoptions, diets, feuds, mental health 

problems, choice of wearing apparel, and court dates. Also, one must keep track of the latest 

fil ms, musical groups and musical styles, sports scores and players, the most-watched television 

programs, ever-changing fashions, prices and choices in luxury consumer goods, stylish hairdos, 

soap opera plots, popular trends, and the latest slang. Mainstream media is so full of this fluff 

that one picks it up by osmosis. Young people in particular feel social pressure to know all about 

these fads. This is the very age group that historically has produced many activists and idealists 

working for change. Between jobs, pressure-cooker education, and pop culture, when do they 
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have time and energy to work for the species? Fortunately, some still pick social or 

environmental activism over keeping up with the latest thing. 

      All t he foregoing does not even include white collar jobs where one must remember a great 

many details and where people constantly churn out needless busywork and paper pollution. The 

Internet creates more paper and contacts to keep track of, more passwords to remember. Some 

think that all this complexity makes people smarter, but I donôt see how that can be when it only 

taxes the memory; it does not require intellectual capacity or imagination. 

      Researchers at the University of Minnesota found that having too many choices can be 

mentally exhausting. They asked one group of participants to make choices of consumer 

products, university courses, or school materials, while the second group was asked only to 

ñconsiderò their various options. The group that was forced to make choices had more difficulty 

later in focusing on a pre-set task. From this and other research, the studyôs lead author Dr. 

Kathleen Vohs concluded that ñmaking too many choices seems to deplete mental resources.ò 

      If you are spending a lot of your mental energy on unnecessary details and pointless choices, 

there is less of it available for more substantial matters. My hunch is that all the details and 

demands create a low-level anxiety. What can we do about this? For starters, we can simplify our 

lives as much as possible. Complain (officially, to someone with authority). Watch much less 

television. Figure out how to get to a different economic system that doesnôt depend on excessive 

advertising and constant growth in consumption. +++ 

      One trend that adds to distraction is multi-tasking. The fact is that while you can do three or 

four things at once, none of them receives full attentionðand some things deserve full attention 

(driving, for instance). You could see multi-tasking as a kind of down-sizing, expecting 

everybody to do more than one job, even if now itôs only for their own supposed benefit or 

enjoyment. Researchers at Stanford University found that those who multitask the most are the 

worst at it, easier to distract and less able to tune out irrelevant information. Professor Clifford 

Nass said the high multi-taskers ñjust love more and more information [but] they couldnôt ignore 

stuff that doesnôt matter. They love stuff that doesnôt matter.ò  

 

Mind Becoming 

 

     There was a child went forth every day 

     And the first object he lookôd upon, that object he became 

     And that object became part of him. 

~Walt Whitman Leaves of Grass, 1855 
 

       What does it mean for youths to be immersed in a media culture that is all about zombies 

and blood-sucking vampires, glitterati, and cybernetic warriors fighting in space? Is this 

preparation for life, or is it escape from a future that looks troubled? 

       Itôs not only children who are impressionable, although itôs especially true of them. Any of 

us must choose the mental environment that we want to become. For this reason some of us 

avoid horror movies, violent films, and other media creations that are vulgar without redeeming 

humor. A friend passed up several otherwise appealing films when she learned they showed 

torture, something she didnôt want to be óin her headô for days afterward. Most of us can deal 

better with atrocities in print than by vicariously experiencing them through graphic images. 

Some of us are more sensitive or empathic than othersðand I do not count this as a weakness. 

      Itôs difficult, without living in the woods, to avoid the constant seductions and distractions of 

advertising. At its core, advertising is about making you feel dissatisfied with yourself and your 
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life, about achieving happiness by buying something. It takes conscious effort to say ñNo thanksò 

to all the messages. Many have learned how to do this, and teach their children how. +++ 

       

So, should we emulate those New Age individuals who avoid knowledge of unpleasant 

happenings and constantly accentuate the positive? No, that resembles denial and escapism. As 

citizens, we need to know about Abu Ghraib. Each of us must draw the line for ourselves 

between what is necessary knowledge and what is gratuitous wallowing in violence, conflict, and 

scandal, as in ñIf it bleeds it leadsò TV news.  

     The other pole says that we canôt change anythingðwe are doomed. Every new problem just 

makes some of us more pessimistic. Instead of these extremes, let us cultivate a problem-solving 

mode as large as our species. There are new directions aplenty in this book. Along with the 

necessary knowledge, include in your life plenty of friends, Nature, and joy.   
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Chapter 4 

Creative Thinking 

 
Re-imagine every single thing we do.  

~Paul Hawken, entrepreneur and environmentalist 
 

Creativity is something of a buzz-word among business consultants, who would put it into the 

service of capitalist innovation and expansion. Others promote creative impulses for the sake of 

individual self-actualization. My broader interest here is to encourage creative thinking in order 

to discover new ways to protect and advance species welfare. If, as Einstein said, we need a new 

way of thinking, we will have to create this new way brick by brick (or synapse by synapse). 

       According to author Daniel Pink, industrial nations are finally moving away from the 

logical, linear thinking of the Information Age (and of the scientific revolution before it) into the 

big-picture Conceptual Age. Although creative thinking is not yet very evident in public life, I 

hope Pink has, at the least, made a self-fulfilling prophecy. Pink notes that left-brain, linear skills 

are much easier to automate or outsource than is inventive, contextual thinking. He says ñAny 

job that depends on routinesðthat can be reduced to a set of rules or broken down into a set of 

repeatable stepsðis at risk.ò This gives an economic incentive for the change to creativity. 

      To think creatively requires a certain trust in oneôs self and oneôs own mind; an ability to 

reserve judgment; and a tolerance for ambiguity. One must actually enjoy coming up with new 

ideas or new combinations. The downfall of creative thinking is the need to find answers quickly 

and achieve some kind of order, whether or not it is the best possible solution. Anxiety about not 

making mistakes often inhibits creative thinking. Some young children are already afraid to draw 

a picture without looking at what some other child is drawing.  

A barrier to thinking creatively is worrying too much about the órules.ô For instance, no rule 

says that one must never end a sentence with a preposition. To paraphrase Winston Churchill, 

these are the sort of rules up with which I will not put! In trying to solve problems, we often 

assume that there allowable limits or boundaries outside of which we canôt think (óthe boxò). 

These nonexistent limits keep us from many positive solutions. 

      I donôt suggest one should always break the rules, which would be a kind of reverse 

conformity, or that one should cut corners in ethics. In emergency situations oneôs best bet is 

usually a trained professional using standard protocol. Even so, unexpected developments 

sometimes make it necessary for the trained professional to improvise. Rules of thumb are better 

than rules writ in stone since they are guidelines, not absolutes. 

      Mental flexibility may also suffer from the tyranny of the latest information and the current 

conventional wisdom. There are fashions in thinkingðideas are óinô or óout.ô But sometimes 

what was said in 1927 or 1882 or 400 BC still applies and has more depth than todayôs blog. 

Many ideas that were drowned out in the past still retain their potential for solving todayôs 

problems. Professor/editor Lee Altenberg says: 

 
Should todayôs social contract ever fail on a large scale, one can expect that ideas from the margins 

(crazy as well as rational) will flow into the center as people become more receptive to novel 
solutions for the societyôs woes. It is therefore prudent to maintain the ñgerm linesò of social 
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thought, much as horticulturalists maintain heirloom plant varieties for the day when their genetic 

endowments may prove useful. +++ 
 

       Digital/Analogical Modes: The human forebrain specializes in two different modes of 

thinking: the verbal, logical, linear abilities of the óleft brainô and the pattern-making, holistic, 

and emotion-linked capacities of the óright brain.ô One might describe these as the Digital and 

Analogical modes. Studies of split-brain patients in the 1950s led to discovery of this brain 

specialization. The hemispheres work together, and it takes both kinds of ability to make us fully 

human, but since the 17
th
 century, with the dominance of modern science and technology, 

western culture has tended to favor óleft brainô functions and to down-rate the others. Pink says 

that in particular, U.S. society in the 20
th
 century was dominated by ña form of thinking and an 

approach to life that is narrowly reductive and deeply analytical.ò 

      Pink describes the two different approaches quite graphically, noting ñThe left hemisphere 

specializes in text; the right hemisphere specializes in context.ò While L-directed thinking is 

sequential and analyzes details, R-directed thinking is simultaneous and synthesizes the big 

picture. Pink says ñThe left converges on a single answer; the right diverges into a Gestalt.ò     

      One may note the over-literalness of religious fundamentalists, ideologues in general, and 

people who think like bureaucrats whether or not they actually are bureaucrats. All of them self-

limit themselves to L-directed thinking based only on text, details, and single answers.   

       We need both modes of thinking.  

                                            

Creativity and Play 

Life must be lived as play. 

~Plato, Greek philosopher, 427-347 BC 

 

 The great 17
th
 century mathematician and physicist Isaac Newton described his 

accomplishments this way: ñI do not know what I may appear to the world, but to myself I seem 

to have been only a boy playing on the sea-shore and diverting myself in now and then finding a 

smoother pebble or a prettier shell than ordinary, whilst the great ocean of truth lay all 

undiscovered before me.ò Creativity clearly seems related to the ability to play, a trait human 

children share with many other mammals and birds including dogs, cats, otters, crows, porpoises, 

and penguins. It is reported that foxes collect toys, and have grabbed balls in play on the golf-

course. Inter-species play exists not only between humans and some domestic animals, but has 

also been observed between other species, such as ravens and coyotes. Whether within or 

between species, play depends on meta-communication, for example the dogôs play bow or the 

humanôs grin, that indicates subsequent events are in a separate category of interactions.  

      Animals sometimes play by themselves. For instance, my terrier will pick up an object, 

perhaps a piece of cardboard, toss it around and chase after it. Of course, he would like to 

involve me in the action. Human creativity often involves solitary play, say with paints, Legos, 

or a piano, and the creation of new objects, concepts, or patterns of sounds. Among adult 

humans, retaining the ability to play is related to a basic level of trust both in oneself and in the 

universe. As Emerson said, ñWith the exercise of self-trust, new powers shall appear.ò 

      Certain methods of child-rearing or teaching help develop self-trust in the child. For instance, 

ónatural parentingô adopts traditional methods such as carrying the infant next to the body, breast 

feeding, and trying to meet the childôs basic needs at each level of development. This seems to 
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result in a more self-confident child. It is not the same as indulging or spoiling children, which 

does not allow them to develop their own resources to become independent.  

      We adults in the West are too prone to think of children in terms of their weaknesses rather 

than their strengths, to worry about their future economic competitiveness, and to try to speed up 

the natural timetable of their development into adulthood. We forget how much we can learn 

directly from children and from the child still resident within. Most fiction and films are about 

adults in an adult world. When present in films, children are usually props or stock charactersð

sentimentally innocent, bratty, or insufferably cute. There are exceptions, of course, usually a 

story about an older child on the cusp of puberty, a coming-of-age story. But this exclusion of 

children is especially foreign to the experience of people in less industrialized countries where 

half the population may be under age eighteen and children are expected to work for the family.   

      There is another destructive aspect of this lack of respect for childrenôs abilities. It resembles 

the Western tendency to think of minorities, less privileged socioeconomic groups in oneôs own 

culture, and people in less developed nations as childlike. In this kind of thinking, those less 

favored groups and countries must grow up and be like us, so it is our duty to help and teach 

them, act as their missionaries and mentors. But this attitudeðthough it may be well-intentioned 

and often masquerades as liberalismðis only a diluted form of Social Darwinism.    

     Think about what childhood offers a world trying to become sustainable in a hurry. Children 

are naturals at re-purposing and re-using. A packing box becomes a playhouse. Two chairs 

become a train. Kids often value the container, which imagination can give countless uses, over 

the consumer good that arrived in it. Children are bricoleurs, using the French word for tinkerers 

who make use of whatever is around. They create all sorts of new combinations of words or 

things, and can easily change the direction of their play without hindrance from ideologies or the 

conventional wisdom. They are masters of creative thinking in a world of limited resources.    

The lack of attention to children in fictional entertainment is doubly true of animals and the 

natural world. Most films and television dramas take place indoors or in the artificial, man-made 

landscape of cities.Very seldom do you see a non-human character, except for a dog, which is 

usually another stock character. Wild animal and tree characters are relegated to childrenôs 

entertainment, where most are anthropomorphized cartoon-style.  If we deal with the natural 

world onscreen it is through the lens of science. Again, we divide things into two separate 

worldsðthe human world of relationships and the natural world of observation and experiment.  

      My argument here is that we need to see the world whole and with our whole selves if we are 

going to preserve it.  Since fiction and visual drama are such a large part of our lives, let us ask 

for a more inclusive panorama, a more bio-centric perspective. Even if children, squirrels, 

forsythias, and pine trees are depicted in the film only as part of the passing scene, at least we 

will recognize that they are part of our universe. +++ 

       

       Conditions for Creativity: Many books, articles, and workshops discuss how to create more 

creativity for business success. Charles W. Prather, former R&D professional, says that the 

climate for innovation can now be quantified, based on the work of Goran Ekvall and others. 

Prather describes nine dimensions of this innovative climate: idea time, idea support, challenge 

and involvement, trust and openness, playfulness and humor, absence of interpersonal conflicts, 

risk-taking, debates about the issues, and freedom. Measuring businesses on these parameters, 

Prather found they needed the most improvement in risk-taking, idea time, idea support, and trust 

and openness. He says that recent economic realities of reduced time and budget, and fear of 

personnel cutbacks [and competition from co-workers?] explain these deficiencies. 
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One could apply these same conditions to family, public meetings, and education. What is 

the climate for innovation in public school and college classes? How often is creative thinking 

recognized as a value in education?  

       One obstacle to creativity comes from defining it within a narrow range, as the arts or simply 

making something with oneôs hands. Not until recently did many recognize the role of creative 

thinking in science, business, human relations, or governance. Women in particular were allowed 

a very restricted range of creative outlets. In the early 19th century world of Jane Austenôs 

novels, middle-class and aristocratic young women were expected to have a talent such as 

singing, playing the pianoforte, sketching, or fancy needlework, which made them more 

marriageable. But a young woman who devoted herself to sculpting massive marble statues or 

inventing bicycles would not do. The other side of this coin was that those creative pursuits in 

which women have excelled such as quilting or appliqué were long discounted as serious art.  

       Restrictions may be placed on childrenôs creative efforts by those who were inhibited in 

their own creative development, such as overusing coloring books instead of free drawing, and 

expecting childrenôs drawings to be realistic, with the sky always blue. Or adults may expect 

children to ñstop playingò and instead accumulate facts before their own development and 

curiosity urge them to do this. 

      We may be overlooking some creative people such as dyslexics. Pink notes that dyslexics, 

seen as intellectually disabled in the educational world, actually have some important strengths.  

Finding it hard to analyze particulars, they become more adept at recognizing patterns. Pink says 

many millionaires and game-changers are dyslexic. Sally Shayevitz, Yale neuroscientist and 

dyslexia specialist, says dyslexics ñare intuitive, and excel at problem-solving, seeing the big 

picture, and simplifying.ò They are systems thinkers and can think strategically into the future.       

      There are persistent anti-creative attitudes among even people who regard themselves as very 

open-minded. To the American predilections for the biggest and fastest, some would add other 

superlatives such as the latest, the farthest out, the most cynical, or the most radical. Ideas are 

often judged by their novelty value rather than their intrinsic value, and by who utters them.   

      The barriers may be internalðcreative blocks. Sometimes people just need to get in the 

groove. Dr. Amantha Imber, songwriter and creativity consultant, suggests briefly warming up 

before a creative session much as you would warm up before a physical workout. She favors a 

warm-up called Fat Chance, in which small groups are issued an impossible challenge and 

directed to solve it in a very short time. In The Artistôs Magazine, painters and other visual artists 

share ways that they switch to their right brain mode. One artist takes long walks the first thing 

in the morning, another sketches odd objects, and a third always has several paintings underway 

at once. Oil painter Charles Sovek says that when he is stumped, ñIôll get out my concertina and 

take a shot at óLady of Spain.ô And if that doesnôt work, I take a day off and submerge myself in 

the movie of óThe Godfather, Parts I, II, and III.ô That hasnôt failed yet.ò  
 

      Brainstorming is a group technique designed to generate a large number of ideas to solve a 

problem. Wendy McElroy notes ñThe purpose of brainstorming is to bypass linear thought.ò The 

technique was popularized about 70 years ago by Alex Faickney Osborn. One can brainstorm 

alone but it is more fun to do so in a groupðmore ideas turn up that way. The aim is to think 

outside the box, finding divergent approaches and combining ideas.The first part of the process is 

like childôs play. Instead of approaching your problem with conventional thinking, you write 

down every possibility, no matter how wild. In fact, the wilder, the better. Only afterwards, 

perhaps in a second session, will you start winnowing out the ideas using your critical faculties. 
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      According to C. Eugene Walker, a group brainstorming session has four basic rules. First, 

there should be no critical judgment even of oneôs own ideas. Second, be as free-wheeling as   

possible. Third, the goal is quantity of ideas, not quality.  Fourth, members of the group think of 

ways to combine or revise earlier ideas.  

      The Silicon Valley product-innovation company Ideo is very dedicated to brainstorming, and 

they suggest the following: The best meetings are in the morning, 3-10 people is the optimal 

number, and chocolate chip cookies help fuel the discussion. Also: sharply focus the problem at 

hand, defer judgment, allow only one conversation at a time, and make a numbered list of the 

ideas that come up for later reference. On the other hand, they say donôt include the boss or 

experts, donôt give everybody a turn, and donôt get too serious about it.  
 

The Wisdom of Crowds and Clouds 

 

      Ultimately diversity contributes not just by adding different perspectives to the group but 

also by making it easier for individuals to say what they really think. 

~James Surowiecki, The Wisdom of Crowds, 2004 

 

Collaborative creativity occurs in a wide range of fields such as theater and film production, 

music, business, creative writing, art, fashion design, and web-based intellectual collaborations.  

The wisdom of the crowd has been well-documented over a century. Itôs the process of 

answering a question with a large group of individuals rather than one expert. Some use the jury 

system as an ancient example. People trust ñtwelve good men and trueò more than one judge (the 

expert). Group answers are especially good when the question involves estimating quantity, 

ordering, spatial reasoning, and general world knowledgeðwhen there is one correct answer to 

the question. Wikipedia is a triumph of the wisdom of crowds. 

Brainstorming is a little different, since it is about new ideas. Internet blogs, chat rooms, and 

social media have opened up new levels of brainstorming. There are websites specifically 

designed to stimulate and capture innovative ideasðbut the results still require a lot of 

winnowing. Sometimes a shallow form of creativity can use up peopleôs capabilities. They are 

still thinking within boxes within boxes, too dependent on immediate social recognition and too 

impatient to spend a lot of mental energy for a protracted period for an unknown payoff. That 

may require a minority of one. 

There will probably always be some unusual individuals with radically divergent ideas who 

find only a tiny audience for their ideas at first. Thatôs what it means to ñbe ahead of your timeò 

and it is still possible even in the Internet Age. Itôs also true that creativity always occurs in a 

social matrix, even for the lone genius. He or she has predecessors and a tradition to build on. 

His society may or may not encourage and support his particular kind of talent. 

The term ñthink tankò has come to mean a body of experts providing research, advice, ideas, 

and often propaganda related to specific political or economic problems. According to 

Wikipedia, there are currently 4,500 such institutions across the world, but one can safely say 

that few of them are devoted to new and creative ways to look at the worldôs problems. (One 

exception is the Institute for the Future or IFTF.) On the other hand, in the wake of the Occupy 

movement there is a call for grassroots think tanks, an idea with more potential for creative 

solutions than the usual ideologically-based think tanks. +++ 

Itôs difficult to say how social networks, other new developments related to the Internet, and 

even political and economic developments will affect the expansion of creative thinking in the 

next five years or so. 
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Divergent Thinking 

 

        Environmental scientist Amory Lovins was once asked about how to think outside the box, 

and he replied, ñThere is no box.ò 

 

       Creative thinking makes new combinations of ideas or things, putting components together 

in novel ways. For instance, I like to go to junkyards to pick up odd pieces of rusty old metal that 

when put together in certain arrangements and yard settings may be called óartô (although one of 

my neighbors could never see it as anything but junk.) Creative thinking makes collages and 

invents odd names for rock bands. On the other hand, divergent thinking, or sideways thinking, 

goes in a different direction from the well-worn ruts. One looks at a neglected aspect of the total 

picture, borrows a new direction from a totally unrelated field, or repurposes some concept. In 

one example, Cliff Hughes, Vietnam veteran, peace activist, and teacher says:  
 

If you respect the original intent of the writers of the Second Amendment, they couldnôt have been 

referring to modern cartridge bullets, which were invented a century later. To observe both the 

Constitution and public safety, bullets should each be manufactured with a unique identifier, 
registered by local police, and the use of each bullet reported to the authorities, much like dangerous 

addictive pharmaceuticals. After all, guns donôt kill peopleðbullets do!   

 

      Divergent thinkers march to the beat of a different drum.                                                     

      Innovations use both new combinations and new directions. A reader of E Magazine suggests 

a better tower design for wind energyðwide, hollow, with slats on all sides to create a kind of 

tornado inside. Vents direct air into a pit under the tower, where the turbine lies. This idea needs 

only a working model to test it.  

      Convergent thinkers, who are in the majority, often feel threatened by divergent thinkers who 

keep coming up with novel ideas and new perspectives. The convergent thinker prefers to 

problem-solve by selecting between a few clear choices, whereas open-ended situations with lots 

of choices make him uncomfortable. Consequently, a group may ignore the ideas of the 

divergent thinker, call him ñout of orderò or ñoff topicò or they may elect the person secretary in 

order to keep her safely busy taking minutes. 

       It is not necessary or even advantageous to be thinking divergently all the time. There is a 

time to listen and be receptive, and a time to be creatively assertive. That is the yin and yang of 

it. One individual canðshouldðtake both roles at different times. Yet some men act on the 

assumption that these roles are gender-specific, that men are the ones who always think up ideas, 

and the women, bless them, put them into effectðthey are the hand-maidens. This typecasting 

may occur even in progressive groups and with men who regard themselves as pro-feminist.  

Some individuals assert the prerogatives of creative thinking for themselves for reasons other 

than gender: age, status, or simple egotism.  Donôt let them do it.  

 

Why Does It Take So Long? 

 

First, a new theory is attacked as absurd; then it is admitted to be true, but obvious and 

insignificant; finally it is seen to be so important that its adversaries claim that they themselves 

discovered it.ò 

~William James, three stages of a theory 
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 Any new thought must necessarily be expressed in the context of the old thought. Innovative 

ideas are thus limited and especially if they are met by only literal understanding. The 

psychologist-philosopher Erich Fromm says: ñThe creative thinker é.has not yet the proper 

words to express the creative, the new, the liberating idea. [S/he must] express the new thought 

in concepts and words that do not yet exist in his language.ò  

 Historically, many good ideas never see the light of day or else they take many years to 

become accepted. But here and now, Earth dwellers donôt have the luxury of dithering and 

procrastinating about climate change, war, and other urgent problems. If ideas exist that could 

help us meet these challenges, or even get us part of the way there, people need to be learning 

about them, talking about them, testing or debating them, and putting them into action. This book 

describes several score such ideas. So what are the obstacles? First is inertia. ñWeôve always 

done it this way.ò Second is convergent thinkingðnarrow frames, literalism, conformity, a habit 

of looking for the first answer or the quick fix. Third is the presence of vested interests. These 

are not necessarily corporations or other large entitiesðthey need only be people afraid of losing 

their jobs, or individuals who donôt want to give up any of their comforts and conveniences until 

absolutely forced to do so.  

Of course those who command industries also command propaganda outlets. But the 

potential of mass media cuts both ways. We who want to evolve our humanity have the very 

great advantage of modern communication technologies and social networks enabling us to 

spread ideas quickly. This is the first time in human history that a large new paradigm and its 

accompanying innovative ideas could be both consciously understood and rapidly disseminated 

to most of the members of the species.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
40 

Chapter 5 

We Need an Intellectual Infrastructure  
 
      If Reason disappears from the land, 

      None will suspect themselves ignorant! 

~Saadi, Iranian sage, 1213-1291 
 

      Former President George W. Bush was sometimes described as ñincuriousò and as such he 

represented a great many Americans who have the intelligence but not the motivation to ask 

questions and find out about their world. Such lack of curiosity is very odd because human 

beings even more than cats and raccoons are basically curious creatures. This is a major reason 

that our species has survived and flourished. With human children, soon after they learn to talk 

they are asking ñWhy?ò But why do so many naturally curious creatures turn into passive 

consumers of the conventional wisdom? One hint comes from former history teacher Barbara 

Fitzpatrick. Observing the child-rearing practices of some of her neighbors, she notes that many 

children are more severely punished for questioning their parentsô decisions than for disobeying 

them. Those children grow up more ready to accept the status quo and the received wisdom. 

       For decades, politicians and others have complained about education deficits for which they 

blame the public schools. These experts prescribe all sorts of reforms for those schools where 

students perform poorly on standardized tests. The latest panacea for under par schools is to fire 

and replace everybody from principal to janitor. For some reason these reformers, whatever their 

ideological bent, do not explore the effect of television on childrenôs learning. In The Plug-In 

Drug, Marie Winn makes a very good case that passive viewing of television as well as all the 

other screens (especially videos and video games) are replacing our ability to read, to think for 

ourselvesðor to think, period. Educator Tony Wagner says ñI have observed that the longer our 

children are in school, the less curious they become.ò Is that because of the nature of the school 

system itself or from the accumulation of passive screen time? Perhaps it is both.  

      But letôs do more than play the psychological game ñAinôt It Awful!ò where we all sit 

around, shake our heads, and say ótsk, tsk.ô Instead, letôs get proactive. Just what will we do 

about widespread ignorance and those reflexive, ideological responses that too often take the 

place of thinking? In order to maintain our own democracy and to support the hard thinking 

necessary to preserve the entire species, we need to build and enhance our intellectual 

infrastructure (in addition to public schools and formal education as presently constituted). +++ 

      Intellectual infrastructure is at least as important as roads and highways, but in the wake of 

an economic crisis, many states and municipalities are cutting library funds and closing library 

branches. This is exactly the wrong place to cut. Libraries are not ófrillsô but an essential part of 

forming educating citizens without whom democracy cannot work at all. This is especially true 

because of the recent dereliction of duty by mass media. 

 

Media or Not 

 

        I think media should be abolished from, you know, reporting. 

~ Joe ñthe Plumberò Wurzelbacher, Pajamas Media, 2009 

 

       Many people take the media as a given, a utility such as water or electricity. Instead, the 

public needs to understand the nature of these very vital businesses, first that they are businesses. 
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Media ownership has become extremely concentrated and monopolistic, and an industry-

dominated FCC has failed to regulate the big media companies. Second, it is important to know 

that since 2008 most Americans get their news first from television, second the Internet, and 

third from newspapers. Yet about 80% of news is originally reported by newspapers, according 

to former Los Angeles Times editor John Carroll. The most basic source is the least consulted. 

      Third, we are losing our newspapers, from a perfect storm of factors. When television came 

along, fewer people read newspapers and many young people never got into the habit. Starting in 

the 1970s, newspaper chain ownership replaced family ownership. Owners and shareholders in 

the 1980s and 1990s expected newspapers to be not only profitable, but very profitable. They 

valued media as a product to sell like cornflakes. But by the 2000s, the newspaper business 

model no longer seemed to work, or at least the high-profits model didnôt work. The first result 

was cost-cutting. The late CBS News anchor Walter Cronkite lamented in 2007 that today's 

journalists face challenges that his generation did not, "rounds and rounds of job cuts and cost 

cuts that require them to do ever more with ever less." They can no longer count on employers to 

provide the necessary resources to expose truths that powerful interests do not want exposed. 

     Newspapers in particular need sufficient staff and paid time to conduct the investigative 

reporting that is so essential for a well-informed citizenry. By 2005, over one-third of the 100 

largest daily papers had no full-time investigative reporters. Yet Dave Gilson says a recent study 

of government accountability in various countries found a strong correlation between high levels 

of reading newspapers and lower levels of corruption.  

  Printing and delivery costs rose, subscriber lists dropped. Meanwhile, the Internet came 

along to compete with print news. The situation of newspapers worsened greatly during the 2008 

economic downturn and consequent loss of advertising revenue. Many papers made drastic cuts 

in staff, losing more than 22,000 jobs in 2008. Major newspapers that closed down or declared 

bankruptcy included the Rocky Mountain News, the Seattle Post Intelligencer, and the parent 

company of the Los Angeles Times and Chicago Tribune. Between January and June 2009, 100 

newspapers shut down. 

   The Christian Science Monitor was the first national newspaper to go completely online. In 

March 2009, 24/7 Wall St. posted a list of ten more major newspapers expected either to fold or 

go digital by mid-2010. The site suggested a likely loss of at least eight of the 50 largest dailies.   

However, it is not yet clear how digital newspapers can support themselves. Journalist Walter 

Isaacson proposed an easy method of micropayment, so readers could pay nickels and dimes for 

articles or daily editions, an approach that would ñalso nourish citizen journalists and bloggers.ò  

  The French government offered an $800 million bailout package to its newspaper industryð 

which included free subscriptions for 18-year-oldsðbut Gilson says a similar bailout for U.S. 

papers would cost $12 billion or more.   Others look for a new paradigm, such as letting failing 

newspapers become more like public radio and television stations. Mitchell Stevens at NYU 

Journalism School notes that NPR ñis one of the top journalistic organizations in the country.ò 

NPR, PBS news and BBC are all government-subsidized operations. BBC, funded by a hefty fee 

on all TV-owning UK households, is the largest news-gathering organization in the world, 

widely respected for its relatively neutral and in-depth coverage. 

   In March 2009, Sen. Benjamin Cardin of Maryland introduced the ñNewspaper 

Revitalization Actò (S673) that would allow newspapers to become tax-exempt nonprofit 

organizations. One drawback to this plan is that as a 501(c) (3) organization the newspaper could 

not endorse candidates. Opinion columns and investigative political reporting might also be at 

risk. Because of these First Amendment problems, the bill has not received much support and is 
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stuck in the Senate Finance Committee. However, it does seem possible to devise legislation to 

make newspapers a special form of nonprofit organization with a limited and defined editorial 

and columnist area for expressing opinions, meanwhile providing safeguards for investigative 

journalism. Preserving investigative reporting is probably the top reason to save newspapers in 

the first place. Internet bloggers are not in any position to replace this function.  

  Even though circulation is falling, 45% of high school graduates continue to read a daily 

newspaper. Some maintain that the old-fashioned newspaper can still support itself if it stays 

locally owned and focuses on local news because that is what most newspaper readers want. But 

in this rush to localism, where does the citizen go to stay informed about what goes on in the 

nation and world, not only current events but scientific discoveries and technological changes?  

Gilson reports that since the 1980s, the number of papers with Washington bureaus has dropped 

more than half, and there is an even greater reduction in the number of newspapers and wire 

services that cover Congress. Almost two-thirds of newspaper executives say theyôve cut foreign 

coverage since 2006.  

 The fate of newspapers is intimately related to the fate of democracy, which requires an 

informed public. Let us work out one or more of these methods to save newspapers and the more 

comprehensive and in-depth information they can provide. +++ 

 

      Net Neutrality: In the space of a decade the information commons known as the Internet 

has become indispensable to a great many people around the world, as well as to economies and 

governments. By one estimate, Internet users numbered 2.27 billion by 2012. Thatôs about a third 

of the human race. 

   Since it began, the Internet has given equal treatment to all who use it, regardless of the data 

load. But freedom of the Internet could end from the lobbying of phone and cable company 

executives to set up a tiered program of paid access. Telecom proponents argue they need a new 

system in which companies with data-heavy content would pay extra feesðand get special 

treatment in transmissionðto pay for telecom updates. Supporters of net neutrality fear that in 

this system, some traffic might not move over the net at all, that telecom companies could block 

or censor whatever they want. 

      In 2010, the FCC adopted new rules to prohibit Internet service providers (ISPs) from 

interfering with the free flow of information. However the international organization Reporters 

Without Borders says that the protections are still inadequate: 

 
ISPs keep the right to increase the bandwidth available to companies that need it to send bandwidth-

heavy content. The blocking of ñunlawfulò websites and peer-to-peer transmission is still possible. 

And for the most part, the new rules apply only to fixed broadband, and not mobile. 
The non-profit organization Free Press has filed a legal challenge to the rules. Reporters Without 

Borders reiterates its opposition to any kind of filtering and blocking of content on principle and to 

any kind of discrimination against individuals and companies in access and use of the network. And 

it thinks Net Neutrality should also apply to mobile broadband connections, which are being used 

more and more thanks to the popularity of smartphones and tablet computers. 

Proposed legislation in the U.S. Congress to protect intellectual property (SOPA or Stop 

Online Piracy Act) became extremely controversial by January 2012.  The bill would allow 

copyright and intellectual property owners to demand that a site withdraw or block any online 

content that they considered to be violating their rights. If sites refused to comply, copyright 

holders could then turn to a judge to obtain enforcement.ò In their belief that the legislation 
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threatened First Amendment rights and would radically change the Internet, Wikipedia and 7,000 

other websites held a 24-hour blackout. Several of the billôs sponsors then withdrew, and it 

seemed likely the law would be rewritten before it came up for another vote. However, the 

Trans-Pacific Partnership, a secretive ñfree trade agreement,ò is known to include much stronger 

intellectual property rights in the digital media, one of many areas in which it would do an end 

run around the U.S. Congress, U.S. Constitution, and  international Internet community.        

Internet users need to stay alert.  

Robert Reich notes that an important question excluded from the debate is about who should 

pay for extending broadband to rural and inner city areas that are not now covered. Reich says 

that in 2006 the GAO found that 42% of U.S households had no Internet connection, and most of 

the poor had no access to broadband.  

      Media Freedom: Reporters Without Borders is a French-based NGO which defends the 

freedom to be informed and to inform others throughout the world. RSF (after its French name 

Reporters Sans Frontières) defends journalists and media workers who are imprisoned and 

persecuted, fights against censorship, and works to improve the safety of journalists, especially 

those reporting in war zones. The organization has consultancy status at the United Nations.  

      RSF also publishes a yearly Press Freedom Index, ranking the worldôs nations in terms of 

media freedom. Last year (2011) was a volatile year for press freedoms especially because of the 

Arab Spring and efforts by various authoritarian governments to suppress information and to 

keep people from organizing by social networks.  ñCrackdown was the word of the yearé. 

Never have acts of censorship and physical attacks on journalists seemed so numerous.ò 

       Of 179 nations, the United States fell 27 places to 47
th
 in a tie with Romania and Argentina. 

A major reason for this yearôs relatively poor showing was multiple instances in which 

journalists were arrested and obstructed during eviction of Occupy Wall Street camps. Another 

was the U.S. governmentôs drastic reactions to the WikiLeaks release of diplomatic cables, for 

instance forbidding government employees from accessing classified documents available on 

WikiLeaks and hounding WikiLeak advocates. The treatment of Army Private Bradley Manning, 

accused of giving classified documents to WikiLeaks, was called ñcruel and inhumaneò by some 

observers (for instance his almost complete isolation in a small cell without access to news 

media, light kept on all night, etc.). The UN Special Rapporteur on Torture, Juan Mendez, was 

refused a confidential meeting with Manning. 

      In another instance, on February 1, 2012, House Republicans directed Capitol Hill police to 

detain a documentary crew as they attempted to film a hearing on a controversial natural gas 

procurement practice. Josh Fox, director of the Academy Award-nominated documentary 

ñGaslandò and his crew were taken into custody. Republicans also denied entrance to an ABC 

News team attempting to film the event, although the hearing is open to the public.  

      On the other hand, RSF commended the United States for having developed tools to support 

online free expression with a ñShadow Internetò and parallel mobile phone systems that 

dissidents in other countries can use to escape authoritarian censorship.  

      Fifteen years ago the Emir of Qatar, Sheikh Hamid bin Khalifa, founded the Al Jazeera 

television Network to be an independent source of information in the Arab world. It has since 

expanded to several other regions. The network was praised by the Index on Censorship for 

circumventing censorship and contributing to the free exchange of information in the Arab 

world. Al Jazeera is widely believed to have had a large role in sparking the Arab Spring.  
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Media Literacy 

 

      It is the emergence of mass media which makes possible the use of propaganda techniques on 

a societal scale. 

~Jacques Ellul, social philosopher, 1912-1994 
 

       Americans need toknow how to protect themselves from junk information on television, talk 

radio, and the Internet. Meanwhile they can support alternative media. Unfortunately, many 

adults in the United States do not know the difference between a book and a magazine, an 

editorial and a news article, or a credible source and a rumor. Some tend to believe anything in 

print, if they agree with it. These many misconceptions should have been overcome in 

elementary school. If schools and adult education courses taught media literacy, more citizens 

could tell the difference between news and opinion. +++ 

      The organization Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting (FAIR) gives some guidelines for how 

to detect bias in news media. First, note the range of sources and count the number of corporate 

and government sources compared to progressive, public interest, or minority voices. Look for 

diversity. In a three-year study in the early 2000s, FAIR found that Nightlineôs U.S. guests were 

92% white and 89% male, while the PBS News Hourôs guest list was 90% white and 87% male. 

Another consideration is the framing of issues and whether the language is loaded. For instance, 

FAIR points out that a 1992 poll found that 70% favored ñaffirmative actionò while only 46% 

supported ñracial preference programs.ò  

      Since media forms such an important part of our lives we need to keep some things in mind: 

 
Media is not reality, or as Meyer says, ñMedia equals deceptive life.ò This is true of both printed and  
broadcast news and documentaries. Mediated experience is not the same as direct experience. 

 
Running a democracy, and keeping it, absolutely depends on an informed electorate. A person who 

doesnôt even try to keep up with what is happening hardly deserves the name of citizen. 

 
Mainstream media are big businesses with the outlook of big business, so they can hardly be neutral. 

By growing bigger and less competitive they acquire ever more power to shape the news. The MSM 

leaves out a lot of important stuff. We get our information filtered through a plastic curtain. 

 
Corporate media supply a limited range of news, but one can use a variety of news sources. For a 

rounder picture, mix types, perspectives, and geographical areas. Along with a daily newspaper and 

perhaps a weekly news magazine, one can watch PBS News, listen to NPR, access foreign 
newspapers and wire services online, or use shortwave radio to find out what they are saying in other 

countries. In other words, you yourself can supply some of the competition that is otherwise missing. 

 
It would be wise to watch less TV and watch it with more discrimination. The problem is not only 

the content but also the physical nature of television-viewing which gives it an almost hypnotic 

effect. TV can spread emotional contagion before critical thinking can get off and running.  

 

What Bias? 

 

      Modern American political sentiment is wholly pliable, almost entirely manufactured by 

coordinated attack. 

~John Brummett, political columnist, Northwest Arkansas Times, December 20, 2009 
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       Writing about political maneuvers surrounding the 2009 healthcare reform bill, Sue Wilson 

noted that seven Democratic Senators calling themselves Blue Dogsðwho were derailing the 

billðcame from seven states in which talk radio was almost totally dominated by conservative 

talk shows. She says according to Pew research, 22% of the public get their news from talk radio. 

In the seven Blue Dog states of Arkansas, Georgia, Indiana, Louisiana, Ohio, Tennessee, and 

Utah, there were only three progressive radio stations, along with hundreds of conservative ones. 

Wilson says, ñFormer Republican Senator Trent Lott had it right when he said conservative talk-

radio is running the country.ò Yet millions of people are equally convinced that óthe mediaô is 

biased toward liberalism.  

      The Fairness Doctrine law was in effect for many years until ended by the Reagan 

Administration. One excuse for dropping it was that since new technology such as cable and the 

Internet did not use the electromagnetic commons, the Fairness Doctrine imposed a double 

standard putting networks at a disadvantage. Contrary to common belief, the law did not require 

equal time for differing views, only time for multiple perspectives. In Europe it is common for 

laws to require news broadcasters to present a range of viewpoints. But the more libertarian view 

supporting free speech is prevalent in the United States, including among many liberals. 

Conservatives have succeeded in framing fairness as a form of censorship.   

 

 Advertising and PR 

 

      From its modest beginnings, advertising has grown into a one trillion dollar a year 

worldwide industry and the single biggest psychological experiment ever carried out on the 

human race. 

~Adbusters, Jan/Feb 2011 

 

 Modern advertising is barely a century old, yet it has a mighty grip on us. The situation 

could still seem comic in 1953, in the classic science-fiction novel The Space Merchants (by 

Frederick Pohl and C.M. Kornbluth). In this story of a resource-scarce near-future, ad agencies 

pretty much run society, using scientific advertising techniques to convince people to accept their 

substandard lives and to devote themselves to consumption. Even top admen have sold 

themselves on their own spin. The storyôs main plot concerns an advertising campaign to sell the 

public on settling Venus, a planet with formaldehyde in its atmosphere and temperatures that 

range around 900 degrees Fahrenheit.  

      Advertising and PR donôt quite run society today, but they do have enormous influence on 

what we think. PR often masquerades as news and may be as much as 40% of what we read in 

our newspapers. Advertising is also a large part of the distractions that confuse and exhaust us. 

While ads of the descriptive sort found in the old Sears and Wards mail order catalogs are 

helpful, advertising has long since developed into a hidden persuader that creates needs and 

wants far beyond what we can afford and what the planet can afford. This is the aspect of 

advertising that most threatens human survival, as its whole point is to increase our consumption 

just when we desperately need to reduce it. 

      In the USA, advertising is counted a business expense that companies can deduct fully for tax 

purposes. I asked a friend with background in accounting ówhat ifô businesses could deduct only 

a portion of advertising expenses and he replied that this would drive the final stake through the 

heart of newspapers, whose revenue depends so heavily on advertising. Network television 

would suffer for the same reason. Whether or not this particular plan is viable, we need to find 
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ways to reduce the immense power and distracting presence of advertising in our lives, as well as 

its contribution to unsustainable consuming. At least as individuals we can break its hold on us 

by avoiding it and teaching our children how to see through it.  

 

Literacy 

 

      Educate and inform the whole mass of the people. They are the only sure reliance for the 

preservation of our liberty. 

~Thomas Jefferson, 3
rd
 President of the United States 

 

 It is difficult to say with certainty just how many of us are literate, because of the different 

ways to define literacy. Some governments consider adults literate if they recognize several 

thousand words learned in the early grades of school. By other measures, individuals might be 

considered functionally illiterate if they cannot read common written information such as 

medicine labels or other printed instructions. The CIA World Factbook states that Americans are 

99% literate, based on Census data, but other estimates suggest only about 60% are functionally 

literate. The UN ranks the United States 49
th
 in literacy among 156 member nations. 

       A five-year U.S. government study found that 21 to 23% of U.S. adults could not locate 

information in what they read or make inferences about it. The same study found that the lowest 

literacy group, 40 to 44 million people, earned an average income less than a third of the poverty 

level threshold. The next group up the scale (second literacy level) comprised 50 million adults 

who earned a yearly average income about 70% of the poverty threshold. Are they poor because 

they are less than fully literate, or do they lack literacy skills because they are poor? Or are other 

factors of ethnicity and economics involved in this situation? It appears from this study that at 

least 40% of the U.S. population is either illiterate or functionally illiterate. 

      Among American states, Texas, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, and Hawaii have the most 

people with ñlow literacy,ò ranging from 16 to 19% of the population in 2003, according to U.S. 

government statistics based on the NAAL test. In some cases there are language barriers. In the 

1990s, the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom used a similar test, the IALS, to 

determine the need for literacy provisions in their respective countries.  Numbers of adults in 

Literacy Level 1 ranged from about 16% (Canada) through almost 22% (UK). There was 

controversy about whether these numbers under- or overestimated the degree of the problem.  

      The idea ñEach One Teach Oneò first arose among black slaves in the United States, whose   

owners discouraged their learning how to read. Nevertheless, many slaves who gained the skill 

secretly passed it on to others. Later the Christian missionary Dr. Frank Laubach adopted the 

concept in order to advance literacy in the Philippines and many other countries. A number of 

nations have invested major social resources into bringing literacy to their people, especially 

those living in the countryside. The Cuban Literacy Campaign in 1961 mobilized 268,420 

volunteers, including about 100,000 youths who taught classes in rural areas. In one year the 

project reduced illiteracy from an estimated 23% (42% in rural areas) down to four percent. The 

Nicaraguans conducted a massive literacy campaign about the same time. More recently 

Venezuela taught a million and a half to read over a two-year period. Cuba won a UNESCO 

award in 2006 for transferring their methods of teaching literacy to 15 other countries. +++ 

      A board game called ABCDEspanol, invented by a Colombian teacher, Javier Gonzalez 

Quintero, can teach reading and writing in Spanish to both children and adults in about 120 hours 

of play. Reportedly over one million have learned Spanish literacy through this game, which can 
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also be used to teach basic Spanish to speakers of other languages. A similar board game for 

teaching English literacy is in the works. +++ 

      In some countries illiteracy results from poverty and lack of public schooling but in English-

speaking countries it may have more to do with the language itself. Bob Cleckler in his 2005 

book Letôs End Our Literacy Crisis claims the major reason English is so hard to learn is that its 

spelling is extremely irregular. English is a hybrid of eight separate languages: Celtic, Norse, 

Icelandic, Latin, Anglo-Saxon, German, Danish, and Norman French. Also, Cleckler says that 

Samuel Johnson made a serious mistake in his famous 1755 dictionary because he froze the 

spelling of words rather than the spelling of sounds (phonemes). As pronunciation changes over 

time, so spelling became ever more detached from sounds.  

      There are at least 1,768 different ways to spell about 40 basic sounds in English, and the 

American Literacy Council says 80% of words in an English language dictionary do not indicate 

how they should be pronounced. Children who learn most other alphabetic languages can 

pronounce any word in their language after three or four months, but it takes years for children 

learning English. In view of this it is surprising that so many people in the United States and UK 

are convinced that phonics is the key to learning to read. Cleckler says both phonics and ólook-

sayô are inadequate. As for teaching adults, Cleckler says it takes at least two years of reading 

instruction for a U.S. adult to become functionally literate while those learning most other 

alphabetic languages can learn to read in about three months. 

      Clecklerôs new spelling system is based on our current alphabet, always using the same 

letters or combination of letters to represent each sound. Every English sound or phonemeðhe 

says there are 38 phonemesðhas only one spelling. For example, Cleckler always uses AU, OO, 

OI, and OU for the vowel sounds found in haul, good, oil, and out, and TH and TT for the sounds 

in then and thin. There are no silent letters. He says anyone who can already read English can 

learn this system in five minutes. 

      Why is it so hard to adopt such ideas? Many have promoted English spelling reform.  

The great dramatist George Bernard Shaw put his own resources into it a century ago, without 

success. But Cleckler says that spelling reform did almost come into use in England in 1949 and 

again in 1952. Letôs try it once more, if one of the English-speaking countries will lead the way. 

We could at least test the Cleckler system in a pilot program. +++ 

      The reading situation has worsened in the United States in part because of all the electronic 

distractions. However, we could put them to some use, improving adult literacy through the 

medium of television or videoða sort of Sesame Street for grownups. PSAs consisting of thirty- 

or sixty-second skits could regularly introduce new vocabulary words. Basic learning might be 

combined with social networking for added motivation. Clearly, techniques exist to teach 

virtually everyone how to read and write and do simple arithmetic. So why is it not happening? 

One would expect improving adult literacy to be a major priority of governments and the general 

public in democratic countries such as the United States and UK.    

 

College Alternatives 

 

I spent three days a week for 10 years educating myself in the public library, and it's better 

than college. People should educate themselvesðyou can get a complete education for no 

money. At the end of 10 years, I had read every book in the library and I'd written a thousand 

stories.  

   ~Ray Bradbury, American fiction writer, 1920-2012 



 
48 

 

College education even at state universities is getting more and more expensive, so that 

many college graduates are saddled with large debts for years afterward. College graduation and 

higher degrees are widely regarded as status symbols, providing certification for a range of 

better-paying jobs. Many upper-middle-class parents go to ridiculous lengths to make sure that 

their children will be accepted into a prestigious college, and high school students in these 

families are forced into a careerist and competitive role that limits their development as full 

human beings. In all this competitive frenzy some things are forgotten. 

      First, some countries manage to provide free or very low-cost university education for their 

citizens. Among these are Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Greece, although in some cases 

education is not tuition-free for students coming from outside their own country or outside the 

EU. Also, students are responsible for their own living expenses. In the United States, veterans 

and sometimes serving military members can receive such education. The Navy has a Program 

for Afloat College Education in which sailors on sea-duty can take academic courses tuition-free.  

      Second, a university education traditionally holds many benefits for the individual apart from 

status or job certification. It is expected to expose people at least once in their lives to the full 

range of human learning and accomplishment, and to improve their reasoning skills. By tying the 

whole college experience to occupational opportunities and social status we narrow its value 

almost as much as by tying it to spectator sports, fraternities/sororities, and drinking parties.  

      Third, it is possible to educate oneself without going to college, and many famous people 

have done so. The Teaching Company sells audiotape or videotape copies of lectures by top 

university professors, and these are frequently on sale. Besides self-directed reading, a number of 

free university courses are available online from well-known universities such as Tufts, MIT, 

and Stanford. Digital expert Don Tapscott mentions the sites iTunes University, Academic Earth 

and OpenCourseWare.  Besides these more traditional routes, some quirkier educational websites 

are springing up, such as the School of Everything or Temporary School of Thought. We may 

need to rethink the whole idea of a university education and especially the notion that it is the 

one and only path to getting a good-paying job. +++ 

  

Adult Self-Education 

 

     As to the learning that any person gains from school education, it serves only, like a small 

capital, to put him in the way of beginning learning for himself afterwards. 

~Thomas Paine, Age of Reason, 1794-1795 

 

      In the past, a number of less formal institutions have helped people to educate themselves 

about the important issues of the day. Among these are broadsides and pamphletsðimportant in 

Colonial times and sinceðCircuit Chautauqua, free universities, Danish folk schools, Little Blue 

Books, and cheap paper backs. Book discussion groups, public lectures, and small periodicals 

continue to be popular, along with those popular coffee shops and small cafés here and abroad in 

which people congregate for the purpose of finding somebody to talk or argue with.  

The old Circuit Chautauqua might inspire a general audience film series today that depicts a 

particular historical era, adding historical awareness while entertaining people. The Napoleonic 

Wars and Regency period is particularly rich in well-made films, for instance ñMaster and 

Commander,ò films based on Jane Austen novels, the Sharpe series, ñGoyaôs Ghosts,ò ñHoratio 

Hornblower,ò and others. The aim would be not to convey all the textbook facts but to give 
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viewers a sense of the period and the social issues that moved its people, along with a feel for 

history itself. At the same time, skilled teachers or guides could promote critical viewing and put 

the period in context. A nearby community college is offering a ñHistory by Hollywoodò course. 

The instructor says ñI want students to come away with a passion for history.ò He also says they 

will learn how to debunk historical myths. +++ 

       Many U.S. school systems offer adult education programs but unfortunately they tend to be 

limited to courses such as basic computer use or other practical skills rather than discussion of 

substantive issues that might raise controversy. Meanwhile, small periodicals are in trouble 

because of rising postal rates. As for inexpensive reading matter, the Little Blue Books were a 

nickel apieceðactually they were often long essays or selected chapters rather than complete 

booksðand the first paperback books cost only a quarter. Over the course of 70 years the cost of 

paperbacks has grown by 50 to 100 times, pricing new books out of reach for many. 

      This inflation of the cost of book production makes the public library more important than 

ever, so it is especially disturbing to read that because of the current economic downturn, cities 

such as Philadelphia and San Diego are closing some of their libraries. Even by 2007, some 

counties and municipalities with budget problems outsourced their libraries to private companies, 

notably to LSSI, the largest library service company. This often resulted in a smaller staff and 

fewer hours open. Besides accusations of union-busting, some critics were concerned because a 

private company was in charge of buying books, potentially controlling the flow of information.  

 The Internet has introduced a whole new range of resources for self-education besides the 

online university courses listed above. It is like a library of libraries. The philosophy of openness 

and sharing the intellectual wealth motivates the free culture movement, which extended the 

ideals of the free software movment to all kinds of cultural and creative works. The founder of 

Wikipedia, Jimmy Wales, expressed his vision: ñImagine a world in which every single person 

on the planet has free access to the sum of all human knowledge.ò  

Public libraries often provide classes in using the Internet. Yet many people obviously need 

more skills in order to use search engines for research or even to evaluate the sources they find 

online. A great many of us look for information that fits in with what we already believe. Studies 

show that significant numbers, as many as one-fourth of us, do not recognize their own biases. I 

am not sure how to reach people who totally identify their egos with their opinions, but more 

adult education and more public discussions can only help. 

 

Teach-ins are extended meetings or forums, usually held on a college campus, for lectures 

and open discussions on an important, controversial issue. Unlike a seminar, the teach-in isnôt 

limited to a specific time frame or an academic overview; it is more participatory and action-

oriented. The teach-in includes both lectures by experts and discussion by the audience. 

      A widespread teach-in movement occurred during the 1960s over U.S. involvement in 

Vietnam. The idea has been revived and sometimes includes digital participation. There was a 

National Teach-in on Global Warming Solutions in February 2009, and The ó2010 Imperative: A 

Global Emergency Teach-inô was held at the New York Academy of Science, intended to 

increase ecological literacy in the architectural industry and to mobilize architects to stabilize 

carbon emissions in the building sector. The event reached a quarter million people from 47 

different countries with an interactive webcast.   

In 2011, Occupy Wall Street began using teach-ins to educate people to the inherent 

problems in the current form of capitalism in the United States and elsewhere.  
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Teach-ins could be used more widely, on and off college campuses, with and without digital 

participation, concerning all of the urgent issues that face the human race. +++ 

 

Open Source  

 

      The future is open source everything. 

~Linus Torvalds, Finnish-American initiator of Open Source Linux 

 

 Open source is a concept of free sharing of technical information. People have freely shared 

tech for thousands of years, starting with how to make a stone ax or how to prepare cassava root 

so it is edible. Technical sharing entered a more complex phase with computers, their artificial 

languages, and their countless commercial applications. The term has been mainly applied to 

software source code, which can be developed through community cooperation and made 

available to the public. The Open Source Initiative describes it as ña development method for 

software that harnesses the power of distributed peer review and transparency of process. The 

promise of open source is better quality, higher reliability, more flexibility, lower cost, and an 

end to predatory vendor lock-in.ò There are populist and anti-corporation overtones, and the idea 

of human knowledge as a commons. 

 Advocates of open source in one field tend to support its expansion into other fields. The 

open source idea has expanded to other fields such as biotechnology, health research, and 

appropriate technology. One useful application is the Eco-Patent Commons. So far over 100 

patents have been gifted into the Commons, such as a self-contained battery recycling station and 

environmentally superior refrigerants. The GreenXchange has a similar mission but firms that 

contribute patents do restrict licensing and may charge an annual fee.  

Fans of open source want to further the free dissemination of all knowledge across the globe 

and they strongly defend freedom of thought. While I generally support this philosophy of 

bringing science to the people, there are a few caveats. Is the philosophy really anti-corporation 

or just about seeding new, smaller corporations? Will the adaptable mammal insectivores 

displace the dinosaurs and then turn into mammoths themselves? 

A movement so heavily weighted toward technological innovation still seems unbalanced 

toward scientism, libertarianism, and the idea that óAnything that can be done should be done.ò 

There are concerns for overall species security when junior high kids or mentally unbalanced 

individuals become able to splice genes or split atoms. For example, in August 2011 a Swedish 

man was arrested for possession of the radioactive elements radium, americium, and uraniumð

which he said he had bought online from a German firm. For about six months he had been 

trying to split atoms in his kitchen.  

As for do-it-yourself biotech, quite a few scientists are enthusiastic about the trend, for 

instance physicist Rob Carlson who said in 2005 ñThe era of garage biology is upon us." Carlson 

then set up his own garage lab. There are now thousands of ñbiohackersò across the globe, and 

organizations to support them. The eminent physicist Freeman Dyson in A Many Colored Glass 

(2007) predicts that ñdomesticated biotechnologyéwill give us an explosion of diversity of new 

living creatures rather than the monoculture crops that the big corporations prefer.ò [But will the 

new man-made diversity then displace the old natural diversity?]   

 Dyson also raised five questions about DIY biotech: Can it be stopped? Should it be 

stopped? If stopping is either impossible or undesirable, what are the appropriate limits for 
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society to impose? How should the limits be decided? How should limits be enforced, nationally 

and internationally? These are good questions, which Dyson doesnôt pretend to answer.  

We should all be trying to answer them.  +++  

       Deliberative Polling
R
: The problem with conventional polls is that they capture the views of 

people who know little more about the issues than sound-bites and headlines. Professor James S. 

Fishkin, Director of the Center for Deliberative Democracy at Stanford, notes that the public is 

subject to what social scientists call rational ignorance. A busy citizen asks why he or she 

should become knowledgeable about some issue when the individualôs opinion or vote makes 

little difference in the end. But Deliberative Polling
R
 tries to use public opinion research in a 

new, more helpful way: 

 
A random, representative sample is first polled on the targeted issues. Members of the sample are 

invited to gather at a single place for a weekend in order to discuss the issues [using] balanced 
briefing materials [and engaging] in dialogue with competing experts and political leaders based on 

questions they develop in small group discussions with trained moderators. Parts of the weekend 

events are broadcast on television. After the deliberations, the sample is again asked the original 

questions. The resulting changes in opinion represent the conclusions the public would reach, if 
people had opportunity to become more informed and more engaged by the issues. +++ 

 

         Deliberative Polling
R
 is based on a practice in Ancient Athens, where about 500 citizens 

were chosen by lot to serve on the Council, other legislative commissions, and citizensô juries. 

The process has been used in the United States, UK, Denmark, and Australia to discuss 

important, controversial issues for example, changes to the Australian constitution, whether 

Danes should adopt the Euro, British views on crime or the monarchy, and regional economic 

cooperation and revenue sharing among 15 towns in the region of New Haven, Connecticut.  In 

the United States national issues events were held in 1996 and 2003, and eight Texas public 

utilities conducted Deliberative Polls
R 

in their service regions concerning their policies. 

      The number of people in a Deliberative Polling
R
 process is usually between 200 and 600, and 

it is important that they are representative of a diverse society. According to People and 

Participation, a UK site, the process requires television to bring about the necessary public 

awareness, and is usually set up with the cooperation of a television network or channel. A major 

drawback is that it is expensive to bring a large number of people together for deliberations. 

Some experiments have put part of the process on-line to save this expense. Professor Fishkin 

has proposed ñan online Deliberative Councilða representative microcosm of the world Internet 

community that would actively and meaningfully serve as the ICANN membership for a period 

of one year.ò ICANN is the Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers, set up to be 

the technical caretaker for the Internet but inevitably moving into controversial policy issues.                                                                                                                                                                                          
      
      Public Discussions: A number of new forms of discussion are developing, some of which 

weôll discuss later in connection with participatory democracy. Open Space Technology, 

sometimes just called óOpen Space,ô is a meeting framework for any number of people (up to 

2,000 or more) to form discussions around a central theme. It is an unusually flexible process, 

driven by its participants. Open Space was started up in the 1980s by an organizational 

consultant, Harrison Owen, after he realized that people attending conferences showed more 

energy and creativity during the coffee breaks than in the formal sessions.  
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     Open Space participants pick issues for which they agree to run a session, and sign up for the 

ones in which they want to take part. The event usually lasts between one and five days. 

Fundamental principles for Open Space are: ñWhoever comes are the right people; whenever it 

starts is the right time; when itôs over itôs over; and whatever happens is the only thing that could 

happen.ò The ñLaw of Two Feetò is that if someone is not learning or contributing, that person 

has a responsibility to go to a different session or take a break. Open Space has become a global 

community with several resource sites such as Open Space World.  +++ 

      An organization in Portland, OregonðNorthwest Earth Instituteðfor fifteen years has 

conducted self-facilitated discussion groups on topics such as voluntary simplicity, choices for 

sustainable living, globalization, and global warming. National Issues Forum (NIF) is a network 

of organizations and individuals committed to increasing public dialogue and deliberation in the 

United States. NIF includes thousands of groups such as civic clubs, religious organizations, 

libraries, and schools. Forums are organized locally but use non-partisan booklets produced by 

the Kettering Foundation (among other sources). Ketteringôs issue books describe the pros and 

cons of alternative policy choices, and are also published in Spanish editions and abridged 

editions for new readers.  

      These are all excellent models, but can they reach enough people fast enough to compete 

with the distractions and distortions of mass media? People who participate in these organized 

events seem to be somewhat better educated and have more experience with moderated 

discussions than those who do not.  Meanwhile, some Americans do not seem to understand 

discussion at all. In August 2009, various members of Congress scheduled Town Halls about 

proposed health care reforms. They were frequently interrupted by angry and disruptive people 

who shouted down opposing views. The hostile incidents were of course encouraged by others 

behind the scenes. Editorials and letters in our conservative statewide newspaper defended such 

tactics as protected First Amendment speech but seemed oblivious to the need for real public 

discussion or accepted rules of polite discourse.  

       Right-wing disruption continues, often based on conspiracy theories about the sustainability 

plans of local governments. For instance, in Virginia a plan to help restore the Chesapeake Bay 

oyster population on county land was shouted down and tabled. Later confrontations grew so 

heated that some planners posted uniformed police officers at meetings. In one county, planners 

were forced to delay a meeting for an hour while opponents read portions of Agenda 21, a UN 

action plan related to sustainable development, adopted at an international conference in Rio in 

1992. Agenda 21 is not a treaty and its action plan is voluntary. 

         Itôs clear that people in the United States need a lot more modeling and practice in the art of 

civil discussion, they need it from elementary school onward, and they need it now. In one 

example of the potential, Occupy Wall Street protests beginning in fall 2011 introduced a 

collective decision-making process using non-binding consensus that quickly spread to a large 

number of Occupy groups. Websites, social networks, and individuals interacting between 

groups taught the technique according to óeach one teach one.ô +++ 

The Anti-Intellectual Infrastructure 

 

       I have always strenuously supported the right of every man to his own opinion, however 

different that opinion might be to mine. He who denies another this right makes a slave of 

himself to his present opinion, because he precludes himself the right of changing it. 

~Thomas Paine, The Age of Reason 
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      While accentuating the positive, it would be naïve to ignore the anti-intellectualism so 

strongly entrenched in American culture. One major strand of it goes back to colonial settlement 

patterns. As described in previous books, Borderers were by far the largest group of immigrants 

to the American colonies in the 18
th
 century. They were a somewhat tribal people who set the 

tone for much of what has happened since. It is a misnomer to call them óScots-Irishô as many 

came from Northern England and others directly from lowland Scotland without going first to 

Ulster. Noted historian David Hackett Fischer introduced the term óBorderersô in Albionôs Seed, 

a study of the four main streams of English immigration that settled the American colonies.. 

      Colin Woodard has expanded on Fischerôs work, showing that the United States has eleven 

cultural regions first settled by people from several different nations, not only England. These 

regions maintained their distinct cultural traits even through later immigrations. He calls one 

group ñBorderlanders,ò naming the region of their primary influenceðthe Upper South and 

southern portions of Midwest states such as Missouri, Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, and 

Pennsylvaniaðas ñGreater Appalachia.ò Woodardôs book, American Nations: A History of the 

Eleven Rival Regional Cultures of North America, gives new insights into American history. 

Borderers were generally quite poor and less literate than residents of other parts of England 

and Scotland. Having suffered through centuries of wars fought back and forth across the 

Borderlands, they developed their own warrior culture, which they carried across the ocean to a 

new continent. Other early settlers of the American South and West tended to borrow customs 

from this group which had learned to survive under harsh conditions. I use the term neo-

Borderers for those of whatever ethnicity who retain many of these earlier attitudes and customs.  

      Under the influence of political entrepreneurs with slaveowner values, a neo-Borderer 

ideology persists and has had a great deal to do with American exceptionalism. Borderers, their 

descendants and imitators fought the Indians, defended slavery and slave-owning states, opposed 

new immigrants for over 150 years (starting with opposition to the Catholic Irish), supported 

military and imperialist actions (often promoted by Deep South interests to expand slavery), and 

voted for candidates who were seemingly strong and warrior-like. Shrewd propagandists know 

which ancient buttons to push, such as neo-Borderer dislike of other cultures and religions, 

combativeness, pride of opinion despite ignorance of the issue, absolutism, and militarism. A 

fondness for zero-sum contests translates to either/or, black-and-white framing of issues.  

A habit of thinking emotionally, especially to build up outrage and self-righteousness, 

makes neo-Borderers very susceptible to manipulation. They tend to be swayed by style over 

substance, words rather than actions. Today they are often manipulated by political 

propagandists, demagogues, politicians, and self-serving religious leaders. One can watch or 

listen to many such leaders and perceive their insincerity or hunger for power. Neo-borderers 

seem oblivious to these signals. In fact they often model their intellectual life upon such people. 

      Manipulators whose style involves making bald assertions without evidence, insulting others, 

blaming scapegoats, shouting down disagreement (if they allow any) and other degraded forms 

of discourse appear to be a more attractive model than anything people learned in years of public 

school. Perhaps critical thinking and learning how to have a civil discussion were not even 

taughtðnot considered as important in school as spelling and compound interest. 

      Neo-Borderer thinking has more to do with narrative than analysis. People respond to the 

story which becomes a mythology. They learned economics from the Horatio Alger stories of 

Grandpaôs time and later from the novels of Ayn Rand. Theology comes from The Left Behind 

series, and science from the scientific thrillers of the late Michael Crichton. A leaning towards 
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conspiracy theories is explained by the fact that these too are stories, with simple good vs. evil 

plots and comic-book characters who are total villains.  

Despite an interest in stories, many adults seem to lack the ability to work with metaphors 

and analogies, basic tools of thinking. One can see the misunderstandings in letters to the editor. 

Teaching here in neo-Borderland, I once asked several college freshman English classes to write 

original poems using metaphorsðafter several weeks of studying poetryðbut only one or two 

students actually included any metaphors in their poems. It seemed an alien concept. This 

excessive literalism may be related to certain theological doctrines, but which caused the other? 

Talk radio has certainly contributed to a degredation of discourse in the United States as 

many individuals mimic the highly opinionated and combative style of Rush Limbaugh and 

similar commentators. Limbaughôs show is carried by nearly 600 U.S. stations thanks to Clear 

Channel, the largest radio conglomerate on the planet. Many men in particular seem attracted to 

the style of argument by mutual exchange of insults, or just a one-sided rantðno exchange at all.  

       Not only are neo-Borderers susceptible to propaganda by repetition but many support their 

own arguments simply by repeating borrowed sound-bites. One sees in letters to the editor that 

aside from everyday practicalities, neo-Borderers are less interested in facts than in symbols, 

slogans, or refrains. They look for banners to fight under. They tend to mistake their own 

customs and preferences for eternal verities. This is a group of myth-makers and warriors, not 

logicians, and they have a very high tolerance for contradictions and inconsistencies. Neo-

Borderers often believe the most outrageous and illogical rumors and conspiracy theories, and 

forward them online endlessly. 

       Many of us donôt appear to have learned critical thinking skills during 12 years of public 

education, so we must find some other way to propagate CT, such as multiple models of simple 

arguments whose assertions are backed by evidence and examples. Put them on billboards; parse 

them like sentences in school. I llustrate them on TV or over the radio as PSA skits. Other PSA 

skits could illustrate common fallacious arguments (without partisan content of course).  +++  

      Neo-Borderers believe very strongly in individualism and personal liberty. This has both 

positive and negative effects. Monbiot speaks of ñA new movement most visible in North 

America and Australia [that] demands to trample on the lives of others as if this were a human 

right. It will not be constrained by taxes, gun laws, regulations, health and safety, especially 

environmental restraints.ò Recent manifestations of neo-Borderism/libertarianism glorify acting 

like a selfish child. People have been media-manipulated into the Neolithic illusion that there are 

no limits and no consequences to living beyond our means. They still live in the Old Wild West. 

      Political analyst Anatol Lieven notes that ñfundamentalist religiosity has become an integral 

part of the radicalization of the right in the United States and of the tendency to demonize 

political opponents as traitors and enemies of God and America.ò The Italian scholar Emilio 

Gentile described ñpolitical religionò as ñan instrument of political combat within a nation.ò 

Mutating forms of Calvinist religion may express the underlying tribal/feudal culture and old 

issues of race and class that were never resolved.  

      Neo-Bordererism actively resists or gives only lip-service to the liberal Enlightenment values 

that inspired the American Revolution. Core ideals of the Enlightenment include human 

autonomy, the importance of reason, the existence of a universal human nature with the capacity 

for enlightenment, belief in continual progress in the human condition, the separation of religion 

and politics, and the ideal of popular government. Various movements in modern evangelical 

Protestantism or in American conservatism (increasingly the same thing) actively oppose most of 

these Enlightenment principles.  
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On the other hand, Liberalism has hardly lived up to its own Enlightenment values. It has 

failed to stop a century of wars, genocides, environmental destruction, and out-of-control 

technology. Liberal belief in continual progress is closely related to many current problems such 

as overconsumption and overoptimism. There is also no denying that the United States 

government is dysfunctional, and that there is great and growing economic inequality in 

America, conditions which developed under governments both conservative and liberal.  

      Some long-entrenched neo-Borderer patterns, stimulated by political actors, are clearly 

dangerous to American democracy and therefore to the world and humanity. Neo-Borderers must 

be brought into the American discussion, empowered as individuals, and offered new ways to 

express their often justifiable discontent with economic and political conditions. They need 

greater access to higher education such as afforded by the new GI Bill or to other kinds of online 

education and self-education, especially if this is not simply vocational but includes history and 

other liberal arts. Affirmative action should take account of class and economic disadvantages as 

well as racial and gender discrimination. The United States could revive the Civilian 

Conservation Corps, which provided work and completed many socially and environmentally 

beneficial projects. The CCC also taught many illiterate men to read and write, to learn some 

basic skills, to gain self-respect, to rub elbows with those of other backgrounds, and to become 

invested in improving the natural base for human existence.  +++         

      Liberals gain little by insulting or discounting communities that oppose modern trends 

however inchoately. After all, many modern trends need opposing. Ideologies that simply react 

to fundamentalism, such as militant atheism, may sidestep human values or deny the depth of the 

religious impulse within the human psyche.  

      It would help for Americans in general to become more aware of their own cultural history 

and especially those of us, like myself, with Borderer ancestors. Albionôs Seed and American 

Nations are must-reads for college freshmen. We need to overcome the common notion that the 

early English settlers were the norm to which all later settlers must adapt. There was more than 

one cultural stream even among those early English settlers, and if later Italians and Irish were 

óethnicô, so were the Borderers. +++ 

As for politicians and propagandists who pander to and manipulate neo-Borderers, one can 

only keep pointing out what they are doing. In Democracy Heading South, Augustus Cochran 

described how national political institutions ñare coming increasingly to resemble the irrational 

and undemocratic politics of the old Solid South.ò  

     

      A second strand of anti-intellectualism derives from the American public school system, 

which churns out a great many functional illiterates. Many graduates disliked or ignored school 

except for sports and their social networks, and they never pick up a book again. One problem 

especially for patriarchal neo-Borderers is that school is identified as a female institution. In the 

place of economic class consciousness, many retain their childhood resentment of the good 

students whom they identify with intellectuals or óthe elite.ô Thus we see almost visceral dislike 

for Al Gore, a symbolic teacherôs pet. Adopting Clecklerôs cure for illiteracy might prevent much 

of the competitiveness and resentment present in American schools. This plan wouldnôt require 

special reading groups or allow children to go through grade after grade without becoming 

literate. Another help would be more male teachers, especially in elementary schools. +++ 

      One more strand in U.S. anti-intellectualism is the mediaôs Plastic Curtain which prevents us 

from learning about how other nations are solving problems similar to our own, or how they are 

working on species problems. For instance, as context to the health care reform debate in 2009, 
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U.S. citizens should have expected in-depth and unbiased analysis of how health care actually 

works elsewhere, including surveys of the people who live in those countries. A Frontline TV 

program ñSick around the Worldò did carefully describe the health care system in five other 

advanced nations with capitalist systemsðUK, Japan, Germany, Taiwan, and Switzerlandðbut 

PBS is not quite mainstream media, and such information needs wider dissemination. In many 

areas, Americans are much less knowledgeable about what is going on in the rest of the world 

than they assume. This makes it easier for them to dismiss the other 95% of humanity as nulls. 

        

      Civic Literacy: Several literacies vitally important for humanityôs transformations include 

scientific literacy, eco-literacy, and historical literacy. Civic literacy is also necessary in order to 

maintain a free society, yet U.S. knowledge about how government works seems to be at a new 

low. The National Constitution Center conducts an annual survey which recently found that 41% 

of respondents did not know that there were three branches of government and one-third could 

not name even one branch. At this rate most of us could not pass the test required for new 

citizens. Such widespread ignorance allowed the Bush administration to claim unprecedented 

constitutional powers without major public protests. Eric Lane in the journal Democracy says 

that ñCivic ignorance denies us the context through which to understand and measure the 

conduct of our elected officials. It curtails our ability to consider what might be good for a larger 

community or for the country. This is the path to democratic decline.ò 

       Lane notes that civics is quite as important as the current emphasis on science and math, and 

proposes a revival of civics courses beginning in fourth or fifth grade. But we also urgently need 

civic literacy among adults. Again, since people are watching television for all those hours, why 

not run PSAs and five-minute mini-courses that cover some of these important concepts? +++ 

      Many say that voters have short attention spans or short memories. But why is this? Perhaps 

voters are affected by rapid television news cycles, a barrage of advertising in all media, and 

relatively long working hours and commuting time. Political campaigns rarely deal with real 

issues. Instead of blaming voters, let us improve the system by which they are informed. 

             

      Cultivate Multiple Intelligences: A key to unlocking the potential in all of us humans is to 

recognize that there is more than one way of being ósmart.ô Dr. Howard Gardner, a professor of 

education at Harvard, found the idea of intelligence based solely on I.Q. tests was far too limited. 

He proposed eight different intelligences as follows, and continues to add intelligences to the list: 

 

Linguistic intelligence or óword smartô 

          Logical-mathematical intelligence or number/reasoning smartô 

                   Spatial intelligence or ópicture smartô 

                           Bodily-Kinesthetic intelligence or óbody smartô 

                                     Musical intelligence or ómusic smartô 

                                              Interpersonal intelligence or ópeople smartô 

                                                      Intrapersonal intelligence or óself smartô 

                                                               Naturalist intelligence or ónature smartô 

 

      Schools tend to pay most attention to the first two kinds of ability, verbal and mathematical, 

defining the combination as academic ability, and rewarding them the most. Yet the other 

abilities are also important. For instance, those who are ópeople smartô can lead in projects and 

programs for sustainable living, and can expand the use of conflict resolution and diplomacy that 
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prevents wars and other violence. People who become more óself smartô will  understand their 

own motivations, develop critical thinking, see through propaganda, and resist appeals to their 

baser emotions by would-be dictators. The need for people to be ónature smartô is obvious. 

      Dylan Evans would add Risk intelligence to the list. This is ñthe ability to estimate 

probabilities accurately.ò It is about being aware of what you know and what you donôt know. 

       There are also differences among us in learning modes. For instance, Temple Grandin notes 

that many autistic people have very uneven academic skills, testing at the bottom of one IQ 

subscale and at the top in another. She herself needs to visualize everything to learn it. Grandin 

says autistic people and animals think and remember in pictures instead of words. My hunch is 

that this is how the right-brain mode functions in all of us. But from social conditioning most 

suppress that part of ourselves, manipulating and storing our experiences almost solely in words. 

       Grandin says that compared to autistic savant skills and the feats of memory demonstrated 

by some animals, ñLanguage leads to abstractification and loss of detail.ò The great achievement 

of language by our species has a cost, unless we can better integrate our brainôs dual potential. 

People Iôve known who were more óright-brainedô (by self-tests) tended to be artistically or 

musically gifted, intuitive, and generally sensitive to other people and their environment. Autistic 

people are often extremely sensitive in one of their sensory modes, to the point of pain and 

avoidance of wide swaths of experience. Some cultures have made better use than ours does of 

those who are ultra-sensitive and otherwise ódifferently-abledô mentally.  

 

      Bilingual, Multil ingual: Worldwide, those of us who speak only one language are in the 

minority. According to Eric Garland in the Futurist, ñFully 66% of the planet is bilingual.ò Many 

people speak a native tongue in addition to their countryôs official language. In certain regions a 

lingua franca or trade language such as Swahili is used for business and general communication. 

The original lingua franca was a trade language used by a number of language communities 

around the Mediterranean from the Middle Ages to the 19
th
 century.  

      Some languages have been widely used for specific purposes. In the 12
th
 century, Arabic was 

the language of science and diplomacy because more books were written in Arabic than in any 

other language. It is still the native language or lingua franca for 22 countries. German used to 

be recommended as the second language for those majoring in scientific fields. French became 

the language of diplomacy in the 17
th
 century and remained so until after World War I because of 

its precise definitions and clarity. The UN has two working languages, French and English.  

      Today English is the lingua franca of international business, science, technology, and 

aviation, and often of international diplomacy, although for that purpose English is said to be 

more ambiguous and blunter than French. Half of the worldôs books are in English. But if 

English had been the first language of a small, isolated nation instead of the British Empire and 

then the American Empire, it would not be high on anyoneôs list as the worldôs ideal language. 

As a hybrid of several language families, its spelling is exceedingly irregular. Of 380 spelling 

rules, only one has no exception, which is that no English word ends with the letter óvô.  

      Few Americans speak any tongue but English, while more than half the residents of the 

European Union speak a second language and more than a quarter of them speak three tongues. 

By contrast, only 10% of United States citizens are bilingual. Geographer Harm de Blij says  

 
It is well established that people speaking English as their first language are among the worldôs least 

multilingually capable, whether in Britain, America, or Australia. The imperial legacy of English has 

left a residue of indifference as well as incompetence. [However] in an increasingly multilingual 
world, English-only speakers may find themselves at a growing disadvantage. 
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       Despite the idea or ideology that English should be the official language of the United States, 

the nation is in fact becoming bilingual, led by businesses that want to sell to the large market of 

people who speak Spanish better than they speak English. This de facto bilingualism could be a 

very good thing, for the following reasons. It would overcome the provincialism and insularity of 

a nation that fashions itself as the leading world power while most of its citizens do not speak 

anybody elseôs language. And the experience of learning a second language stretches oneôs mind 

and takes it out of accustomed ruts of thinking. Spanish is an ideal second language because it is 

a major world language and relatively easy to learn, spell, and pronounce. After various Chinese 

dialects, and vying with English, Spanish is the second or third most widely spoken language in 

the world, with about 400 million speakers. It is the primary language in twenty countries with 

their distinctive arts, music, literature, cuisine, sports, and architecture.  +++ 

      Hereôs a good sign. The public library in the next small city over from mine has just acquired 

a new online language learning program that offers a short course for tourists in 22 foreign 

languages and nine in-depth courses including Pashto, the official language of Afghanistan.  

 

      Language Diversity: De Blij says that tens of thousands of human languages may have 

already come and gone. Currently only ten languages serve over half the worldôs people. About 

6,500 languages are still spoken but half of these are endangered, and linguistic experts expect 

globalization to threaten many more. Markets have no particular use for unique languages, most 

of them used by smaller groups in less industrialized nations such as the 900 mutually 

incomprehensible languages spoken in New Guinea where small tribes were isolated by 

mountains and jungles. There are more than 2,000 languages in sub-Saharan Africa and 

anthropologist Richard Hooker says that languages spoken by Native Americans ñare mind-

bogglingly diverse and nearly numberless.ò Fourteen to fifteen hundred tongues are still spoken 

in South America. These many tongues encode the world views of very different cultures.  

 Language is not only a tool; it also shapes minds. Lera Boroditsky, Stanford cognitive 

scientist, says ñDifferent languages invite speakers to develop different cognitive skills.ò Many 

Asian and most African languages are tonal, and this may have a relationship with musical 

abilities. Hooker says that Native American languages do not make the clear distinctions 

between objects and actions that European languages do. Many North American languages are 

agglutinativeðthey combine several words into a single word (German is also somewhat 

agglutinative). Hooker says one consequence of agglutinative language is to tie the objects of the 

world more closely together. In contrast, ñEuropean languages make possible [or arise from] a 

world view in which action can be considered a separate entity from objects.ò  

Thus even before modern science, European languages were predisposed to separate doer 

from action or from what the doer acts on. The instrumentalism embedded in European 

languages would certainly have advantages for scientific development, technology, and a market 

economy. But some other languages might have more advantages for ethics, ecological 

awareness, and seeing the whole picture.  

Scholars and others try to document as many as possible of the worldôs disappearing 

languages. The Foundation for Endangered Languages holds conferences and promotes efforts to 

preserve these vanishing voices. Why conserve languages? Like biodiversity, cultural diversity is 

a hedge against the future. Preserving the results of thousands of years of human experimentation 

with language adds to our adaptive ability. Just as animals are going extinct before we know how 

we may need them, so languages and cultures are disappearing before we can fully understand 

ourselves as human beings.  
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 De Blij points out, ñEven before we know what evolutionary asset we may be losing, the 

homogenization of language may end a significant chapter in our cultural history.ò For the sake 

of the species, let us support efforts to preserve endangered languages.  +++   

 

Critical Thinking (or Reasonable Facsimile) 

 

      All our dignity lies in thought. Let us strive, then, to think well. 

~Blaise Pascal, 1623-1662, Pensées 

 

      Many years ago, Chancellor Maynard Hutchins instituted an experimental two-year college 

program at the University of Chicago, heavy on Plato, Aristotle, and the Great Books in general. 

As a teen-age college studentðone of ñHutchinsô guinea pigsòðI took a course called 

Observation, Interpretation, and Integration (known familiarly as O.I.I) which was officially ñthe 

culminating course of the college.ò Frankly I donôt remember the content of O.I.I .after all these 

years but its name certainly describes the ideal plan for critical thinking. Observe for yourself, 

interpret what you observe with all the mental tools at your command, and integrate this 

knowledge into everything else you know. This process is sorely lacking in ideological thinking, 

caught up as it is in borrowed abstractions and factoids that were never put to any test.  

      Similarly, the International Baccalaureate Organization has its ñflagship elementò course 

called Theory of Knowledge (TOK), the only course mandated for all students in the IB Diploma 

Program. According to the IBO website, TOK has these aims for its students: 

 
Reflect critically on diverse ways of knowing and on areas of knowledge, consider the role and 

nature of knowledge in their own culture, in the cultures of others and in the wider world, [and] be 
aware of themselves as thinkers, encouraging them to become more acquainted with the complexity 

of knowledge. It is a stated aim of TOK that students should become aware of the interpretative 

nature of knowledge, including personal ideological biases.  
 

      TOK has no standard syllabus but uses a process of discovering and discussing studentsô own 

views. The IBO website says ñAs a thoughtful and purposeful inquiry into different ways of 

knowing, and into different kinds of knowledge, TOK is composed almost entirely of questions. 

The most central of these is óHow do we know?ôò This question is the fundamental question of 

epistemology, the field of philosophy concerned with the basis for knowledge. TOK also aims to 

help students ñmake sense of what they encounterò by examining the reliability of sources, 

distinguishing between good and poor reasoning, and spotting bias. 

      Incidentally, at least three U.S. communities have had confrontations, even a couple of 

lawsuits, about the International Baccalaureate program in their high schools. According to a 

news article, most of the complaints in the Fairfax, Virginia district were about the theory of 

knowledge course as well as subject offerings such as environmental systems, technology and 

social change, and peace and conflict studies. Opponents called the program Marxist, anti-

Christian, even an international conspiracy, although President George Bush had praised the IB 

program in his 2006 State of the Union address.  

 The term ócritical thinkingô has become something of a buzzword without being well-

defined. Searching the Web reveals varying approaches to CT. Some consider it in terms of 

formal logic and college courses. Others equate it with the scientific method or a body of 

accepted scientific understanding. For some, critical thinking is synonymous with debunking of 

religion and New Age practices, alternative medicine, or ópseudo-science.ô  
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Few web proponents of CT go into detail about how the lack of critical thinking endangers 

our democratic system. In fact the need is urgent to teach at all levels from elementary school to 

adult how to immunize oneself against advertising, propaganda, and biased sources. Otherwise 

we make consumer choices, form opinions, and change our minds on the basis of false or 

distorted information repeated over and over. This process was very evident in the summer of 

2009, as polls indicated peopleôs opinions changing in tandem with the intensity of demagogic 

campaigns against health care reform on talk radio and Fox News. 

 But there is a tradition of critical thinking that is not identical with formal logic, the 

scientific method, science, debunking, or particular religious and political opinions. So let us try 

to define what we are talking about. This is not so easy because many definitions of CT are 

really extended definitions that describe the various qualities and skills of the ideal critical 

thinker. For example, the Foundation for Critical Thinking carries the following brief definition 

of CT by Linda Elder: ñCritical thinking is self-guided, self-disciplined thinking which attempts 

to reason at the highest level of quality in a fair-minded way.ò  

      Edward de Bono, a scholar who invented the term ólateral thinking,ô would rather talk about 

thinking in broader terms. He identifies CT with logic, analysis, and academic scholarship. In 

Teach Your Child How to Think (1992) De Bono maintains that there is too much emphasis on 

critical thinking at the expense of other important thinking skills such as design and creativity. 

De Bono says, ñAbout 85% of ordinary thinking is perception. Most of the faults in thinking are 

faults of perception (limited view, etc.) and not faults in logic. But people persist in believing 

that logic is the basis of thinking.ò De Bono points out that every beginner in logic knows that it 

is limited by its starting premises or perceptions. He emphasizes perception because, he says, it is 

the most neglected aspect of thinking.  

De Bono says most schools donôt teach thinking, although a few teach ñthe limited thinking 

skills involved in information sorting and analysis.ò In 1972 De Bono launched his CoRT 

Thinking Program now used by millions of students world-wide, even by elementary students.  

The CoRT course includes much more than critical thinking. De Bono believes that wisdom 

does not come solely from age and experience, but can be taught along with other thinking skills. 

A sense of CoRTôs scope comes from one of de Bonoôs attention-directing tools, ñThe Six 

Thinking Hats,ò described in his book Teach Your Child How to Think. Briefly, while wearing 

the White Hat you work with facts, figures, and information. When classes in the United States 

teach critical thinkingðthe few that doðit is mainly White Hat thinking, related to specific 

subject-matter. The Red Hat deals with emotions, feelings, hunches, and intuition, all of which 

de Bono says play a central role in thinking. The importance of emotions in bias, for instance, or 

of intuition that subconsciously makes patterns from subliminal perceptions, would seem to be 

evident, but these are often ignored or even denied. 

Continuing with the hats, wearing the Black Hat one uses caution and judgment, fitting the 

facts together. The Yellow Hat concerns advantages, benefits, and savings. The Green Hat 

explores new ideas, evaluating suggestions and proposals. This hat seems closely related to 

creative or lateral thinking. Last, but quite important, the Blue Hat is thinking about thinkingð

one might call it meta-thinking. It is self-control of the thinking process. De Bono says people 

should be able to use all of these approaches as required by the situation. 

There is of course much more to de Bonoôs method than the Six Hatsðthere are for instance 

other ñattention-directing toolsò such as CAF (Consider All Factors), APC (Alternatives, 

Possibilities, Choice), and OPV (Other Peopleôs Views). His book is well worth a read especially 

by parents and educators. Here I would only point out that thinking is indeed a broader subject 
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than critical thinking, while critical thinking itself should not be narrowed down to become only 

logic or only scientific thinking, much less only debunking. 

What Linda Elders describes and the Critical Thinking Foundation seems to promote is 

sometimes all-Hat thinking and sometimes de Bonoôs Blue Hat thinking or meta-thinking. I 

propose a clarification of terms, in which ócritical thinkingô refers to Blue Hat meta-thinking, 

O.I.I., the IBôs course in Theory of Knowledge or the kind of critical thinking promoted by the 

Foundation for Critical Thinking. In other words, taking charge of oneôs thinking. 

CT in this broader sense would include sub-skills in logical reasoning, evaluating 

information, using the scientific method, self-understanding, building an argument on evidence, 

detecting bias and deception in advertising/propaganda techniques, learning about cognitive 

science, and debunking scams. Blue hat meta-thinking would also recognize when it is time to 

change gears or put on another hat, perhaps the Green Hat of creative thinking.  

 

The Conventional Wisdom 

 

      Tell people something they know already and they will thank you for it. 

Tell them something new and they will hate you for it. 

~George Monbiot, author of Heat: how to stop the planet burning 

 

       People who are reasonably well-educated and believe that they are independent thinkers are 

often unaware how much their opinions are shaped by the media-made conventional wisdom. 

Take the current notion that religion is the main cause of wars, civil wars, and terrorism, as 

expressed in the following letter to the editor of Wired magazine: ñThe conviction that oneôs 

chosen religion is the only path to salvation and that other religions are populated with infidels 

deserving of conversion or slaughter is at the crux of almost every struggle on the planet today.ò      

This overstatement is based on a narrow range of current events preselected by the media and 

pointed at Islam. It ignores many current struggles based on nationalism or ethnicity, competition 

over depleted resources, geostrategy, Marxist and peasant rebellions, resistance to occupation by 

foreign powers, machinations by the CIA and by other countriesô intelligence agencies, and 

economic or political competition among local warlords or drug-lords. 

     It is good idea to know something about where your ideas came fromðtheir provenance. 

Often the nugget of conventional wisdom that óeverybody knowsô was actually born at a PR 

agency or think tank. This does not necessarily make it untrueðit is a fallacy, the genetic 

fallacy, to reject information solely because of its source. Yet the origin is an important bit of 

context. That is why people are supposed to cite the sources of their information.                             

                                                                         

Group Dynamics                                    

 

 Every human being brings emotions, past experiences, good and bad habits to every 

encounter they have. Why should intellectual encounters be any different? 

~Wendy McElroy, The Reasonable Woman, 1998 
 

       Human transformation is not all about statistics and principlesðit is very much about 

working together in small groups of people. This can be quite difficult. As an activist, I have 

repeatedly experienced the following scenario. A small group of well-meaning people sets out to 

right a wrong or improve their community and before long the whole project is caught up in a 

tangle of opinions and personal conflicts. One or two people dominate the proceedings, and 
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nobody seems able to stop them. People agree on goals but balk at the details. Cliques appear, 

based on ego identifications. People talk and talk but donôt get anywhere. Those who accept 

leadership responsibility lack the necessary skills to work with all the colliding egos or focus the 

group. In frustration, people drop out and the group eventually dies.     

       There are several ways to overcome these pitfalls and have more effective meetings.  An 

experienced facilitator of citizensô groups meetings, lawyer Larry Froelich, says citizensô groups 

often lack a leader who will draw out peopleôs ideas, show respect for all persons and opinions, 

keep the groupôs focus on the topic, and make sure that everybody has a turn to speak. Froelich 

says an effective facilitator is a person who has no particular agenda of his own and whose aim is 

to bring out the groupôs potential to solve problems.  

       For process, Froelich recommends the consensus-building techniques outlined in Winning 

through Participation, an introduction to the facilitation process. Effective meetings are work 

sessions, based on strategic thinking. ñPeople write stuff down, put ideas up on the wall, they 

pick out the best four ideas, and so on.ò   Froelich notes that Robertôs Rules of Order are not the 

best way to conduct small citizensô groups. These rules were designed for more formally-

organized groups in which individuals are representing others.   

        People need models of an effective meeting and of an effective leader. Actual participation 

in a constructive, well-run meeting is ideal. Public school classes could show videos and model 

meetings. Most of the information currently available is for organized associations, large public 

meetings, or work meetings, rather than small citizensô groups of 25 or fewer people. +++ 

       The emphasis on competition in American schools and culture is one of the obstacles to 

overcome in citizensô groups. Competition results in too many people needing to show who is 

smarter than somebody else rather than in solving problems. Others are afraid to talk in groups. 

The larger solution is that we need less emphasis on competition in our culture. It is as though 

the capitalist economic model is taking over all areas of human interaction. The focus on 

competition also leads to dualistic, either/or templates. Keep in mind that debates are not the 

only way to handle conflicting views. Instead, we should have the opportunity to see a great 

many models of how to conduct differences of opinionðmodeling in the media, at public events, 

and among students in schools and college classrooms.  +++         

     

       Consensus is a very useful democratic skill that could be used much more widely. It is a 

group process of coming to a general agreement while trying to resolve any objections of the 

minority. Consensus is an alternative to the win/lose voting model that often results in the 

tyranny of the majority.  It is especially useful in smaller groups where people know each other.  

It was my privilege to participate twice in meetings led by people experienced in this 

technique. The first was a small group composed mostly of Quakers, a group which historically 

developed or refined the practice of consensus. My second experience was the real test: an 

international bioregional conference of several hundred people, including well-known 

individualists with strong opinions. The skilled facilitator was Caroline Estes, a Quaker from 

Oregon. That this meeting moved right along and produced useful agreements is evidence that 

the method can work with groups as large as several hundred, given skilled facilitation and basic 

good will of the participants. However because this was a time-limited situation, a handful of 

attendees said later that they were not fully satisfied with the agreements they made. 

      The consensus process takes time because it tries to gather and synthesize the ideas and 

beliefs of all participants in order to come to a final decision that is acceptable to everyone. It 

aims to be cooperative, inclusive, and solution-oriented. While consensus can be a time-
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consuming process, the resulting agreements are much more lasting and do not create the 

bitterness and dissension that often happens after a vote. People tend to be committed to the 

cooperative decision when their concerns have been taken into account. +++ 

      A group operating with traditional consensus first discusses the item under consideration to 

identify the various opinions and discover the sense of the group as a basis for a proposal. When 

the facilitator calls for consensus, each member must actively state whether she agrees or 

disagrees with the proposal. After dissenters present their objections, the proposal is rephrased to 

address their concerns. The cycle is repeated until a decision is made that satisfies all. A 

dissenting member may declare reservations or stand aside, while letting the motion pass. An 

individual with strong reservations can óblockô a proposal he believes is immoral or destructive 

to the group. The strongly opposed person may then work with others to find a solution. 

       Because consensus takes time, some groups allow consensus with less than full unanimity, 

such as óunanimity minus twoô or óRough Consensus.ô People may be wary of consensus 

decisions because it is possible that psychological coercion could force people holding minority 

opinions into going along with the majority, resulting in a subtler form of the tyranny of the 

majority or group-think. Thus a more realistic or transitional option for many groups is to aim for 

a super-majority, while recognizing and allowing full expression of dissenting opinions. (Note 

that a super-majority is different in a small group from a legislature where each individual 

represents the interests of many others, bringing politics into play.) 

Most people are familiar with consensus in jury trials. When it is a serious matter of guilt or 

innocence, when the innocent may be punished or the guilty go free, people rely on consensus 

rather than the split decisions characteristic of legislatures and most organizations. But there are 

many other serious matters that would be better decided by consensus or a super-majority rather 

than a 4 to 3, or 5 to 4, or 51 to 49 decision that does not put the issue to rest. 

      Suppose non-profit organizations, churches, and schools trained as many group leaders as 

possible in facilitation skills and consensus decision-making. Eventually that could help lower 

the decibel level especially in politics. Consensus decision-making is almost the óoppositeô of 

polarizing propaganda and the partisan use of wedge-issues.  +++  

 

       The Peopleôs Assembly: Meanwhile, a new consensus process for action groups works faster 

and can be easily learned and spread. It is based on work by protesters in Madrid in the 15
th
 May 

Movement (2011) and has been adopted by the Occupy Wall Street movement among others. A 

posting from the Madrid group describes the aim of óCollective Thinkingô: 

 
The normal response of two people with differing opinions tends to be confrontationalé.The aim of 

Collective Thinking, on the other hand, is to construct. That is to say, two people with differing ideas 
work together to build something newésomething that neither of us had envisaged beforehand. This 

focus requires of us that we actively listen, rather than merely be preoccupied with preparing our 

response.  

 

      The Assembly is a participatory, decision-making group which works towards consensus. 

The group might be small or large, a village or a collection of people previously unknown to 

each other. As practiced by OWS, there is a daily mass meeting, the General Assembly or GA,   

which centers on practical questions rather than ideological discussions. Each proposal must 

meet these questions: What is being proposed? Why? How can we carry it out if consensus is 

reached? The mantra is ñWhat Why, How?ò Instead of microphones or bullhorns there is the 

ñhuman mic.ò The speaker says a few words, the audience repeats in loud unison, and so on. 
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People silently respond to the words with hand gestures. New Yorker writer Hendrik Hertzberg 

describes this as ñan utterly low-tech, strikingly human, curiously tribal means of amplification.ò 

      The group may reach a direct consensus without any opposition, or else work on an indirect 

consensus. The next step is a short debate, with three arguments for and three against. The 

Assembly is again asked for its opinion, responding through gestures and body language such as 

applause or arms that are raised in various positions. If consensus is still not reached, the 

Assembly discusses the issue in small groups for about five minutes, who are asked once more 

for their opinion. There are still further steps to reach indirect consensus.  

      In large Assemblies people may assume one of several roles to aid the meeting, including the 

Moderator(s); a Logistics Team to organize the space and attend to physical needs such as 

seating, water, and shade from the sun; a Floor Time Team to coordinate turns for people 

wanting to speak; a Facilitating Team which helps the Moderator maintain focus and 

impartiality; the Interpreters (sign language); and a Minutes Team. There may be a team of 

moderators who rotate if the Assembly is especially large or tense. The moderator can ask to be 

replaced, and can also be replaced by consensus of the Assembly. 

 

      Anti-Consensus: In sharp contrast to the participatory decision-making described above, a 

world betterment group called The Zeitgeist Movementôs official blog explicitly rejects the usual 

practice of consensus and would replace it with ñRational Consensusò as follows: 

Rational Consensus is not to be confused with the historically failed traditional Mob Rule Democratic 

Process of "one person - one vote". TZM does not condone total, open mob rule democracy as it is based 

on the faulty assumption that each participating party is educated enough to make the most intellectually 

appropriate, unbiased decision. Proper Decision Making has nothing to do with the interests of a group of 
people, nor the interests of a single person. Proper Decision Making is a purely technical process of 

logical assessment of a given set of variables and hence can only be based on upon tangible, technical 

referents - not abject, unsupported mass value opinion, which is what the pure democratic theory 
erroneously assumes holds integrityé. [Rational Consensus] requires each conflicting party to present 

their Case to everyone else. This Case must consist of technically reasoned factors/instances/examples 

which can be evaluated outside of the expression of the person who is presenting the problem.... If the 
argument cannot be quantified in some manner - it isn't valid as an argument. [Italics added] 

      This technocratic, elitist approach seems misguided, at best. TZMôs stated mission is "the 

application of the scientific method for social changeò in order to create a sustainable society. It 

is based on an orientation that I have previously called óscientismô which assumes all relevant 

questions are scientific/technical ones, and which does not recognize emotions, metaphysics, or 

value systems. But this can only lead to a sterile authoritarianism. TZM claims to have 400,000 

members in 45 countries, mainly in the United States and Europe. The current popularity of 

ideology based on scientism in the United States may well be in reaction to the sorry state of 

politics, media, and public discourse as well as to a strident Christian fundamentalism. It also 

owes something to our immersion in digital technology, and in particular to individuals who are 

part of what some term óWAMLICôðWhite Affluent Male Libertarian Internet Culture.  
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Part Two: Human Unity Consciousness 
 
      It is a glorious destiny to be a member of the human race. 

~Thomas Merton, Trappist monk, author, and poet, 1915-1968 

 
The human race is one, and it is greater than the sum of our parts. We are greater than our 

philosophies, religions, and sciences. We are greater than any one civilization including Western 

civilization. Taking a long view, civilizations come and go, and one succeeds another. In an even 

longer view, most of our experience as a distinct species has been before civilization ever began. 

If Homo sapiens is 200,000 years old, and civilization began 10,000 years ago, then 95% of our 

past was lived as Stone Age hunters and gatherers. Do we suppose that since the microchipôs 

invention, we have turned into an entirely different sort of creature?  

We rarely take our human membership into account, so steeped are we in nationalism and 

other separating beliefs. Let us widen our horizons to find our true humanity. Martin Luther 

King, Jr. said: ñOur loyalties must transcend our race, our tribe, our class, and our nation; and 

this means we must develop a world perspective.ò We must also transcend our gender, age, 

religion, ideology, and era.   

This new perspective will be much broader than an international outlook which by definition 

presupposes the modern nation-state, a relatively recent human invention. Internationalism only 

takes us out of our national closets so that we can meet at the round table of diplomacy. It is not 

really about the unity of our species. Others speak of the óbrotherhood of manô which is a noble 

idea but unfortunately the language lacks resonance with the female half of humanityðalso 

siblings do sometimes fight. More importantly, this phrase does not hold all the ideas which I 

would include in the concept of human unity consciousness.  

Focusing on our shared humanity adds these four viewing scopes: biology, history, future, 

and spirit.  Biology reminds us that we are biological beings that require air, water, and food. We 

have inborn tendencies. We are part of long cycles. We interact with other speciesðin fact we 

depend on them. Despite our unique abilities and strange aspirations, we are still part of the web 

of life on earth. Human unity is not about speciesism, if defined as the notion that ours is the 

only species that matters or deserves any rights. 

When we think about humanity, we tend to think about everybody alive today. But humans 

have a long past together, some of which fades into a time when we were still proto-human. We 

might consider our human ancestors to be all those who have lived since the taming of fire, at 

least 400,000 years ago. If we consider our species to be behaviorally modern humans who 

appeared on the scene about 50,000 years ago, it is still a large family. The best estimate (by 

research demographer Carl Haub) is that about 107 billion people have been born since then. 

Consider: all those people were born with the same human potential as ours. Many of those 

individuals born so long ago had certain knowledge and skills that rival ours. Much of what they 

knew has been lost. Everything we know is built on what they knew.  

Humanity also includes those yet to be born, for the rest of our shared future. We do have 

some responsibility for the descendants we will never see, but this requires an imaginative leap 

that needs some practice. 

 Humans have had a multitude of religious beliefs and value systems, but we are alike in that 

we all believe in something and have some notion of what is good or bad to do. This is true of 

atheists and secular people as well as religious ones. We share this dimension of spirit, of 

principles, of continually asking questions about how things came to be the way they are. 
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      The avatars and world religions all emphasize our common humanity. For instance in early 

March the Hindu Festival of Colors, or Holi, celebrates the unity of all people. BahaôI promotes 

the unity of humanity and teaches its followers to ñConsort with the followers of all religions in a 

spirit of friendliness and fellowship.ò Archbishop Desmond Tutuôs ubuntu theology builds upon 

the prevailing worldview in African culture that sees the community, rather than the individual, 

as source of meaning and authority. The recognition of peopleôs interdependence as part of a 

whole leads ultimately to human unity consciousness. Tutu has said ñMy humanity is bound up 

in yours, for we can only be human together.ò Yet it seems to be a constant struggle for humans 

to keep this godôs eye view of human unity. Sometimes religions focus on the spiritual unity of 

believersðwhich is to say, only believers in that religion, not everybody on Earth.  

 Some who said it best did not speak directly from a religious tradition. Thomas Paine: ñThe 

world is my country, all mankind are my brethren, and to do good is my religion.ò   

  

Is Humanity a Species? We could consider ourselves part of the genus Homo, or as the 

species Homo sapiens. Either way, we are a very young creature and a highly unusual one, 

maybe worthy of our own taxonomic kingdom. Yet despite our position as the dominant species 

on Earth, we are only one among about two million named species and an estimated five to thirty 

million undiscovered ones. The demotion of humanity to one of many species shocked people 

150 years ago. Some believe it turns us into ñjust another animal.ò Even today many in the 

United States, especially evangelical Christians, reject Darwinian evolution (or evolution itself), 

replacing natural selection with theories of Creationism or Intelligent Design.  

The word óspeciesô is closely linked with evolution. Darwinôs theories were almost 

immediately seized upon, over-simplified, distorted, and applied to human culture by those who 

would use them to justify racism, cut-throat capitalism, ethnic cleansing, economic and social 

injustices, imperialism, eugenics, and master races. Some have acted as though races (poorly 

defined) were species. These negative associations have clung to Darwinian evolution, which is 

another reason that some people donôt like to hear us referred to as a species. When referring to 

the human race as a species, I explicitly disavow racist and Social Darwinist notions that have 

attached themselves to the word. 

      Darwinian evolution may also be questioned by various philosophical, esoteric, or mystical 

systems that find a purpose in evolution, an Omega point or god-realization. The belief that 

design and purpose exists in the material world is teleology. Such belief systems regard humans 

as unique, the only creature capable of reaching God-head. The word óspeciesô might imply that 

humans could evolve by physical processes into something other than human (although this is 

not a necessary inference). To satisfy such objections, one may draw on the idea of evolutionary 

convergence to suggest the human is an inevitable, optimum life form. 

      However, few realize that the actual theory of evolution is in process of a dramatic shift away 

from Darwinism. Six decades of research in genetics and molecular biology reveal that cells 

themselves can organize their genome and can protect against mutations. They are ñnatural 

genetic engineering systemsò and information processors, says James A. Shapiro, Professor of 

Microbiology at the University of Chicago. Shapiro says ñWe are just on the threshold of a new 

way of thinking about living organisms and their variations.ò 

       Thus evolutionary theory is moving away from the Darwinian ideas that were borrowed by 

ñsurvival of the fittestò ideologies and is moving toward radically different conceptions. The 

over-reaction to evolutionary theory by fundamentalist Christians is no longer very relevant.  
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Chapter 6 

Across Generations 

 
       The only way we can love our neighbors across time is to leave them a decent place to live. 

~Robert Parham, executive director of the Baptist Center for Ethics 

    

 As a child learns the immediate consequences of his behavior, so the maturing person 

becomes aware of longer-range consequencesðhow one personôs actions may affect other 

people down the line. This we call foresight. It takes another imaginative leap to consider the 

effects of oneôs actions 100 or 200 years into the future, yet many people and peoples have 

incorporated that long-range understanding into their decision-making. A Chinese version of 

looking generations ahead is attributed to Confucius, 2,500 years ago: "If you plant for a year, 

plant rice. If you plant for ten years, plant trees. If you plant for a hundred years, teach students.ò        

The Haida Indians expressed far-foresight as follows: ñWe do not inherit the earth from our 

ancestors; we borrow it from our children.ò +++ 

 Another popular ancient Chinese proverb, attributed to Lao Tzu, says ñGive a man a fish and 

you feed him for a day. Teach a man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime.ò But speaking 

literally, peoples who live near water already know how to fish. For modern day circumstances 

Lao Tzu might add, ñTeach people to fish sustainably, donôt pollute the oceans and waters, and 

you feed everybody for many generations.ò  

We industrialized people could use a lot more long-range thinking and foresight, and a lot 

less jumping to conclusions, lazy oversimplifications, consumer hedonism, and quick fixes. One 

could mention here that the Free Market has little foresight. Perhaps the Invisible Hand sports a 

primitive eyespot like an invertebrate flatworm, allowing it to see a blurred image at a short 

distance; but it has no far vision and is certainly not concerned with anybodyôs grandchildren.  

  Far-foresight has been termed the 7
th
 Generation Principle, based on the explicit counsel of 

some Native American tribes.  Before the United States was formed, the Iroquois Confederacy of 

five Native American nations asked its chiefs to consider with every decision the effect it would 

have on people seven generations hence, ñthose whose faces are still beneath the ground.ò Using 

foresight, applying the Golden Rule to people far in the future whether they are direct 

descendants or not, one achieves 7
th
 generation consciousness. Seven generations encompass a 

time-scale of about 200 years. That is far longer than the plans of present-day leaders that often 

do not go beyond the next election. It is vital that we look for long range, generational thinking 

from the leaders of societies and nations. Thinking seven generations ahead would give our 

leaders and people a wholly new perspective, in which many of our present preoccupations 

would vanish while other concerns moved into the foreground.  +++            

 

Generativity +++ 

   A society grows great when old men plant trees whose shade they know they shall never sit in.  

~Greek Proverb 

 

     Some years ago, psychoanalyst Erik Erickson defined generativity as a concern for and 

commitment to the well-being of future generations. Its essence is the idea ñI am what survives 

me.ò Erikson said that generativity is the mark of a mature adult, and people tend to focus on it 
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as they move into their thirties, forties, fifties, and beyond. Yet some in their twenties and teens, 

and occasionally a mature pre-teen also display this kind of forward-looking commitment.  

ñGenerativity is about generating good things (and people),ò according to Dan P. McAdams. 

The creations that we leave behind us may be our children, a work of art, a new solution to an 

old problem, or people who have been touched or healed or inspired by our work. Not only is 

generativity good for society, but research shows it is also good for generative individuals. Those 

who score high on measures of the quality report higher levels of happiness and lower levels of 

depression and anxiety.  

      Generativity is the essence of good parenting. One important task for parents is to shield 

future generations from the same psychological damage from which they may have suffered. A 

parenting column notes how humans tend to cling to the familiar from their childhood even when 

it is not worth keeping, thus perpetuating fatherless homes, drug abuse, obesity, screaming 

arguments, child abuse, high school dropouts, and teenage pregnancy. He says it is difficult to 

change such behaviors but it can be done if parents are committed to changing. While some 

abused children grow up to in turn abuse their own children, this cycle can be broken, and very 

often it is broken. Columnist Tom McMahon says ñBy eliminating one detrimental and perpetual 

behavior within the family, you will change the path for generations behind you.ò  

       John Kotre, a psychology professor with twenty-five years studying generativity says it 

begins with all the influences weôve inheritedðone might say, with our meme-library. Since not 

all of our inheritance is positive, how do we defend against internal booby-traps and bad ideas? 

Much depends on the quality of our ego defenses. Kotre notes that ñSome methods of defenseð

sublimation and humor, for exampleðare healthier than others. Research by psychiatrist George 

Vaillant has found that men who used healthy defenses in their 20s and 30s became generative in 

their 40s. With healthy defenses, people can block passage of a destructive tradition.ò  

       It is crucial to develop healthier methods of defense than denial, repression, and projection 

of oneôs negative impulses onto others. Healthy defenses will enable people to overcome the 

ñsins of the parentsò and not visit them on their own children or indeed on their partners and 

associates. Similarly, many people who were brought up in a racist or violent culture have 

managed to overcome their conditioning so they did not teach these destructive attitudes to their 

own children or visit them on other people. 

      Planting trees, restoring a river, greening a desert or brownfield, and other earth-keeping is 

another form of generativity. A group in Seattle responded to the recent decline of the European 

honeybee on which so many crops depend, which puts attention on native species of pollinators: 

bumblebees and other native bees, butterflies, moths, and many other insects, birds, and bats. 

Sarah Bergmann and 50 neighbors with a small grant from the city of Seattle transformed a 

parking strip 12 feet by 108 feet into a profusion of blooming plants selected to attract native 

pollinators. Such examples abound across the world. In my own city and region, volunteers have 

restored wetlands and prairie among other earth-keeping projects. 

      Pay It Forward is the idea that one repays a good turn by doing good to a third party. While 

this phrase has become popular in recent years, the concept was used by Benjamin Franklin, who 

said in a letter to Benjamin Webb in 1784: 

 
I do not pretend to give such a Sum; I only lend it to you. When you meet with another honest Man 
in similar Distress, you must pay me by lending this Sum to him; enjoining him to discharge the 

Debt by a like operation, when he shall be able, and shall meet with another opportunity. I hope it 

may thus go throô many hands, before it meets with a Knave that will stop its Progress. This is a trick 

of mine for doing a deal of good with a little money.  
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      This simple but significant behavior actually goes back in time to before money existed, when 

the whole tribe or village participated in a Gift Economy (more on this later). 

        

  Volunteerism, Creative Activism  

 

Deeds of loving-kindness are equal in weight to all the commandments. 

~Jerusalem Talmud 

 

  Volunteers are the backbone of charitable efforts, actively furthering environmental causes, 

social justice, social welfare, art, education, and peace. Unfortunately, American social attitudes 

and stagnant wages have forced certain groups that once were the founts of volunteering into the 

so-called productive economy of paid labor. First it was housewives, then college students, and 

now older people who have lost much of their retirement account and are forced back to work or 

who must work for more years before retiring.  

  Volunteerism includes those who work in generational causes for a small subsistence salary, 

for example the Peace Corps, AmeriCorps, and community organizers funded by churches or 

foundations. In March 2009, Congress voted to triple the number of positions in AmeriCorps, 

which has been receiving a record number of applications. Members help build affordable 

homes, teach computer skills to the unemployed, and perform other public services, for a yearly 

stipend of about $12,000, similar to minimum wage.  

  Many creative people contribute their talents to the whole community. For example, game 

researcher Ryuta Kawashima, who co-developed Nintendoôs Brain Age series, gave up his half 

of the royalties to help fund $6.5 million in construction at Tohoku University.   

 The Creative Visions Foundation was established by the family of artist Dan Eldon, who was 

killed in Somalia in 1993 while he covered the conflict as a photojournalist for Reuters. The 

Foundationôs Creative Activist Program sponsors, mentors, and supports ñfilmmakers, artists, 

musicians, writers, environmentalists, humanitarians and leaders of social movementsò who have 

innovative ideas for positive change. In its first eight years (since 2004) the program catalyzed 

over 90 productions and projects on five continents. One of these is ñTheatre for Humans,ò a 

production company which began its mission of ñgiving voice to those whose stories must be 

toldò with a fourteen weeksô journey across Thailand, India, South Africa, Kenya, Rwanda, the 

DRC, Burundi, Egypt, Haiti, and Ecuador. They probed a number of global issues facing women, 

such as sex slavery and human trafficking, rape as a tool of war, and female inclusion in politics. 

A play based on these voices is set to open in spring of 2013. 

       Other creative people have woven the world together with music, film, and arts. The film 

ñOne Day on Earthò debuted in 2012, the creation of two aspiring filmmakers who had collected, 

translated, and edited more than 3,000 hours of footage that was taken in virtually every country 

in the world on the same dayðOctober 10, 2010. People in over 160 countries saw free 

screenings, and current plans are to make this film a yearly event. 

  Activism for peace, social justice, or environmental causes is often led by performers such as 

Bono, Oprah, George Clooney, Willie Nelson, and many others who use their names, time, and 

financial resources to work on the worldôs problems. A private individualôs creative ideas and 

dedicated energy can also move mountains. This person may have an idea whose time has come, 

or be in the right place at the right time, or is simply focused, selfless, and persistent. For 

instance, Frances Landers was a medical volunteer in rural west Haiti in the early 1980s when 



 
70 

she saw a village without a school. She vowed to change that situation, eventually founding 

dozens of schools enrolling thousands of students by raising money from churches.  

 

   Philanthropy, Philanthrocapitalism: Generativity may be expressed by wealthy people as 

philanthropy. Andrew Carnegie, after using ruthless business practices typical of his time and 

class, went on to establish the public library system in the United States. A Sudanese billionaire, 

Mo Ibrahim, who built up and sold an African cell phone network, set up a system of large cash 

income prizes to reward African leaders who govern well in their respective countries. Ibrahim 

said he wanted to address the reluctance of many African leaders to relinquish power: ñA 

situation in which leaders face the three choices of relative poverty, term extension, or corruption 

is not conducive to good governance. And the continentôs problems will not be solved unless 

governance improves radically.ò Such examples of philanthropy can be multiplied many times, 

as for instance the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, Warren Buffet, Ted Turner, Google.org, 

or the Clinton Global Initiative.  

  The publication of How the Rich Can Save the World (2008) encouraged corporations to be 

more philanthropic, to show enlightened self-interest. But some critics are wary of imposing the 

corporate model on the charitable sector. Michael Edwards (Just Another Emperor? 2008) says 

the philanthrocapitalism model baldly assumes that business methods can solve social problems 

and are even superior to other approaches. Some philanthrocapitalism proponents claim that 

these methods can actually achieve the transformation of society.  

 Kavita N. Ramdas, president of the Global Fund for Women, finds two basic contradictions in 

capitalist philanthropy. As the world becomes ever more unequal and unfair, a few individuals 

choose to use some of their enormous wealth to address specific problems with measurable 

outcomes. But she says they are missing deeper questions such as: ñWhat ails a global economic 

system that produces endemic inequality, crushing poverty, and food insecurity? The new 

philanthropy avoids exploring what is wrong at this systemic levelðwhere a single individualôs 

net worth can become larger than the combined GDPs of some of the worldôs poorest nations.ò  

  The second contradiction Ramdas sees is that despite the obvious drawbacks of a pattern of 

development in the West that has brought unsustainable consumption, climate change, and health 

problems related to lifestyle and environment, philanthrocapitalism seeks to bring this same 

model to the rest of the world. Ramdas sees the new foundations employing former hedge-fund 

managers and software-developers who are motivated by technological solutions and ñfix-the-

problemò mentality. And the problem is defined narrowly.  

      Edwards says the United States alone is projected to create $5 trillion worth of philanthropy 

by 2050. He questions whether these vast resources will be used for social transformation, or will 

they be frittered away in spending on the symptoms? Bishop and Green counter that 

philanthrocapitalists have a lot to offer the world, but they need to be transparent about what they 

do and open to challenge. In any case, let us not give up on our own efforts to effect urgently 

needed changes because somebody else with more resources is supposed to be working on the 

problem. And let us keep the spotlight on what these new philanthropists are doing, to encourage 

them to seek transformational solutions with plenty of grassroots input and feedback. 

                                                                                                                                                          

Rites of Passage 

 

     What shelter to grow ripe is ours?  What leisure to grow wise? 

~Matthew Arnold, 1852 
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      Earlier societies held important rites of passage to mark the adolescentôs entrance into 

puberty and the larger community. Other rites surrounded marriage, births, and eldership, the 

time when householder duties ended and the person was free to develop his or her wisdom. What 

we have left of these rites does not have the same significance. For instance the rite of marriage 

is often overwhelmed by the extravaganza, in which it is nothing to spend $20,000 on the dayôs 

celebration. Retirement from paid work does not imply eldership. 

      As mentioned earlier, real adolescent rites are all but forgotten, so young people make up 

their own ritesðoften risky and anti-social ones. I was reminded of this confusion about growing 

up while watching Star Trek, the 2009 movie, which glorified physical fighting among young 

men, sometimes as a prelude to male bonding. But this is more appropriate behavior for nine-

year-old boys than grown men, who are capable of doing much greater injury to each other, and 

should have learned other ways to resolve conflicts and to bond. Vicious fights in movies seldom 

lead to skull fractures, broken ribs, or ruptured kidneys, only to a badly bruised face that heals in 

a day or two. Accompanying previews showcased several more examples of this ñaction-packedò 

genre with its battles against alien or robot enemies, special effects, and explosions. Is it 

coincidence that this kind of film is popular in a nation pursuing the aim of war in spaceð

despite the opposition of virtually all other nations? 

      The most dangerous substitute for adolescent initiation rites is the idea that the young man 

will finally achieve manhood by going to war. Military duty is not only several years too late but 

it perverts and narrows the social and spiritual benefits of puberty rites. Anthropologist Paul 

Shepard, tracing human development from primate to Pleistocene hunters and gatherers to what 

he views as the recent distortions by civilizations, sees a built-in process aimed towards 

producing wise and integrated individuals. He believes that humans are genetically programmed 

to become conscious, to understand ourselves as a species among other species, in a place and 

time which integrates dreaming and waking. One might call such understanding spiritual or 

cosmic consciousness, though Shepard does not use such words. The soul and the sacred have 

been misunderstood and discounted in our materialist culture, sometimes co-opted by religions 

that are hardly less materialistic. However, it is easy to accept that Nature would prepare all her 

creatures to live in nature. The anomaly of civilized man is what needs explaining. 

     Robert Moore and Douglas Gillette say in The Warrior Within: ñThe most serious 

consequence of ceasing initiatory practices is a loss of a periodic social forum for considering the 

nature of maturity. A society has to know what maturity is before it can pass the knowledge on.ò     

For an understanding of what has been lost, listen to the words of the Siouan prophet Black Elk, 

as told through John C. Neihardt. The hunting gathering peoples of Europe and Asia were 

successively swallowed up by thousands of years of encroaching civilization, but on our 

continent this was telescoped into a few generations. Black Elk saw millennia of change in just 

one lifetime. 

 
The life of man is a circle from childhood to childhood and so it is in everything where power 

moves. Our teepees were round like the nests of birds and these were always set in a circle, the 

nationôs hoop, a nest of many nests, where the great white spirit meant for us to hatch our children. 
But the Wasichus [white men] have put us in these square boxes. Our power is gone and we are 

dying, for the power is not in us anymore. You can look at our boys and see how it is with us. When 

we were living by the power of the circle in the way we should, boys were men at thirteen years of 

age. But now it takes them very much longer to mature.  
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     Can such a process be reversed? Native Americans have gathered the remaining seeds of their 

cultures, and many stubbornly remain traditional people. But what of the rest of us who lost our 

models so very long ago? Shepard is pessimistic about the collapse of the traditional, biological 

program for developing a truly human being, particularly that for integrating an adult male. He 

says that the human is programmed to clarify his identity in the second half of the second decade, 

and if he does not he will be ñintellectually, emotionally, and socially retarded the rest of his 

lifeé.Incomplete classification of the self and of the world causes the inept individual to put 

himself at the center of the universe.ò 

     The results of putting ourselves at the center of the universe we may see in destruction of our 

environment and in perpetual wars. But we need not be entirely pessimistic about possibilities 

for following our genetic timetable, which could still place us back in nature, and heal the 

wounds of our rupture. The potential for truly human development is still in our genes, and 

begins anew with every infant and child. One requirement is a varied natural world for the child 

to observe directly. That may be hard for urban, working parents to manage, but not impossible. 

Especially for younger children, first-order or direct experience is much preferable to that 

education which contains only written language, manmade objects, and knowledge imparted by 

others. But this is not an either/or; the child needs both kinds of experience. Let him interact with 

the natural world and also live in a learning-rich home that includes books. 

 

  Coming of Age: Observing Jews have retained puberty rites for both boys and girls in the 

Bar Mitzvah and Bat Mitzvah. There is a growing movement to add similar rituals to secular 

society, and organizations have begun to develop their own versions. +++ For instance, óRites of 

Passage,ô a non-profit based in Santa Rosa, California, provides local youth with an opportunity 

to participate in a vision quest in the wilderness. One youth reflected a few years after his 

experience that ñThe beauty of the vision quest is that it is a defined ritual that is meant to put 

your life into perspective.ò Unfortunately this particular program may cost too much for some to 

participate. Another Bay-area organization, óYouth Speaks,ô provides free after-school poetry 

workshops and poetry slams. While the program was not created specifically to provide rites of 

passage, Ian Elwood says ñthrough the ritual of poetry writing and performance, youth find their 

voices, become outspoken members of society and find their place in the world around them.ò  

     A National Rites of Passage Institute based in Cleveland, Ohio offers óThe Journeyô as an 

adolescent initiation process for male and female youth aged twelve to seventeen. Some churches 

are developing rites as part of a youth ministry, since adolescents without guidance will develop 

their own often dangerous or humiliating rites. Young people have a strong urge for some kind 

of initiation and it will happen even without a healthy blueprint.  Paul Hill, Jr. writes about the 

special need for Africa-centered sources of rites of passage for African-American youth whose 

original culture was fragmented through slavery. He notes that the Governor of Ohio in 1990 

established through executive order a Commission on Black Males which included the 

recommendation to create and sponsor rites of passage for African-American men.  

 

     Other Rites of Passage: Many cultures have age-based rites of passage besides the adolescent 

initiation rite. A widespread guideline for celebration is based on changes in the life cycle 

occurring approximately every seven years, such as the naming ceremony at birth, going to 

school or confirmation at age seven, puberty rite at fourteen, and legal adulthood at twenty-one. 

There might also be full adulthood at twenty-eight (a common age for men to marry), parenting 

of one or more children around thirty-five, male mid-life at forty-two, female menopause around 
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forty-nine, grand-parenting at age fifty -six, and eldership at sixty-three. There may well be 

continuing stages of eldership at later ages.  

     Some families create rites for their own children, for instance, they acknowledge óthe helperô 

at age three. This coincides with a developmental stage when children are drawn to imitate their 

parents and assist in simple household tasks. Also, by three the child is usually toilet-trained, has 

completed the task of affirming his identity through negation (the óTerrible Twosô), is more 

dependable about obeying safety rules when the parent is not immediately present, and can play 

with or handle objects containing small pieces without much danger of putting them in the mouth 

and choking. Another occasion for a rite of passage is the loss of the first baby tooth, potentially 

disturbing to a child, but a sign of growing up. 

     A UK non-profit, The LifeRites Group, assists people with rites of passage including baby 

namings, coming of age ceremonies, handfastings (similar to engagements in the United States), 

wedding blessings, eldership ceremonies, funerals, and woodland burials. Some U.S. groups are 

creating new rites of eldership that combine the wisdom of past cultures with that of our own. 

     Besides age-related passages, adults are often confronted with anxiety-provoking life crises 

and transitions that a community ritual could help resolve, such as divorce, surgery and sickness,  

job loss, mid-life career changes, relocation, óempty nests,ô retirement. We need to fashion new 

ceremonies to help reintegrate our lives through such changes. As families and communities, we 

can also develop celebratory rites to re-inhabit our living places and dream spaces. Indeed, 

people are increasingly engaged in this process, borrowing and adapting a number of traditions. 

They celebrate the natural forms, seasons, and species of each bioregion or the planet as a living 

whole, as in an All-Species Day or celebrations of the solstices and equinoxes. 

 

Eldership +++ 

 

       It's sad to grow old, but nice to ripen.   
~Brigitte Bardot, French actress 

 

       The role of grandparents is to think about the future of their kin and to expand the concept of 

family to the larger community and all humanity. And so the natural season for generativity is 

eldership or what we in the West call retirement. Many of the worldôs activists for peace, social 

justice, and environmental causes are people who have retired from paid work and now dedicate 

themselves to the longer view and everybodyôs grandchildren. They have the great advantage of 

having lived through historical events and eras when people thought and acted differently and so 

are, in a sense, time travelers. In the United States today people over age 65 are the only 

generation not formed by television viewing in their childhood. Of course, some younger 

individuals did not watch much television, and some older ones became addicted in adulthood, 

but as a generation, older people have a distinctive perspective because of their more active and 

participant childhood. 

      The role of elders is not confined to human beings. A scientific team from the University of 

Sussex studying African elephants in Kenya found that the breeding success of elephant families 

is linked to the age of its matriarch (elephants are led by the oldest female). Families whose 

matriarchs were over age 55 were much more likely to bunch together defensively when they 

heard calls from unfamiliar elephants, and they also produced more calves per female.  

       Among humans, eldership is not automatic but requires certain social attitudes and self-

development. Neither old people nor wisdom receives great respect in our culture. The social rite 
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of becoming an elder by retiring with a gold watch or by starting to receive Social Security 

payments or joining the AARP is hardly the introduction to a new period of life in which to 

develop spiritual consciousness, as the worldôs ancient traditions hold it is. Despite a shallow 

culture that tries to persuade older people to continue as consumers and to imitate the self-

absorption of youth, many are in fact ready to work for the benefit of their species.   

      The Green Seniors Movement began in the United States and UK and is attempting to 

become a global movement for positive change especially concerning global warming. Their site 

notes: ñSeniors have a collective memory of earlier times when far less energy was consumed, 

and yet life was good.ò The movement is spreading to places such as Puerto Rico and Ethiopia, 

and serves as a network for similar organizations elsewhere, such as Grey Power Community in 

Australia. In July 2007 the Green Seniors received formal endorsement by the UN. Examples of 

7
th
 generation thinking listed on the Green Seniors website include GrayisGreen, a small group 

based in a retirement community in Connecticut and led by the ninety-year-old Robert Lane, 

former professor of political science and a prolific author. GrayisGreen now focuses on 

developing standards for environmental management for communities that want to be greener. 

Lane is also trying to organize a senior conservation movement across the country. 

       The Purpose Prize is offered to individuals over 60 who are ósocial entrepreneurs,ô people 

using their working experience to meet larger challenges in their encore career. The 2008 winner, 

Jock Brandis, retired from technical work in the film industry and now uses his skills to improve 

the lives of Third World farmers beginning in Mali with his invention of the Universal Nut 

Sheller, a prime example of appropriate technology. His organization The Full Belly Project 

currently has a presence in 17 countries. 

       Some of the most dedicated activists have been and are older persons. For example, 

Franciscan priest Father Louis Vitale said, as he prepared for arrest at a recent protest at an 

Arizona training facility for military interrogators, ñWhen you see that people are being tortured, 

whatôs a few months in jail?ò The 76-year-old activist estimates that he has been arrested for 

civil disobedience between 200 and 300 times.  

 

      A Course in Survival +++   When they hear the word ósurvival,ô most Americans probably 

think first of economic survival (especially now). For some this is simply getting and keeping a 

job, while for others there is an added dimension of status and competition. Pressure is on most 

children to make good grades and on many adolescents to partake of extra-curricular activities 

that will adorn their resumes for college entrance. Upper-middle-class parents may sign up their 

children for certain schools as soon as they are born, to give them a head start on top-level jobs.  

      But as a member of the species Homo sapiens, survival means more than getting a paycheck. 

We devote little energy to real survival in actual world conditions of ecosystem failures, resource 

depletion, industrial disasters, and war. Without any greater knowledge of these world conditions 

they may seem abstract until they break through to consciousness because of a disaster such as 

Katrina. It is also important to know that survival means much more than stocking up on freeze-

dried foods, with the guns and ammunition to defend them against oneôs neighbors. We should 

instead be ready for an assortment of contingencies. 

      Since most of us know so little about how to survive in real emergencies, short-range or 

long-range, let me suggest a Survival Course as a requirement for young people in, say, eighth or 

ninth grade. It would concern survival for the individual, family, group, and species. Besides 

teaching adolescents to deal with immediate emergencies such as home fires or local floods, the 

course could discuss likely changes in the future. These include more severe storms and other 
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climate disturbances, greater numbers of environmental refugees, and the likelihood of ever-

higher fuel and gasoline bills because of diminishing resources at a time of rising demand. In 

other words, teach students how better to cope with the world that they are likely to inherit.  

     The survival course could include methods of self-reliance and social cooperation under 

conditions where the usual systems have broken down. It could even give some pointers on how 

to live like a caveman in a post-Apocalyptic world, meanwhile considering how best to prevent 

or moderate potential long-range threats. In addition, by involving adolescents with real-world 

problems that are more relevant than almost anything else they could learn about, and by 

empowering them to deal with these actual challenges, this program could be a partial substitute 

for the initiation rites that our culture is so sorely missing. 

     Such a course could combine scouting and wilderness survival training, ecology, Red Cross 

emergency first aid, information from The Mother Earth News and the Whole Earth Catalog, 

geography, critical thinking, the scientific method, appropriate technology, and much more. Here 

is a partial list of possible topics, workshops, or resources: how to make fire, how to purify 

water, first aid, what is the minimum amount of water an individual needs per day, how long can 

a person go without food, providing infant care in emergency conditions, foraging for food, 

methods to resolve conflicts and ethical dilemmas, and the basic procedures to follow in floods, 

fires, tornadoes and hurricanes, earthquakes, heat waves, blizzards, toxic chemical releases, 

radioactive releases, and civil unrest. More than one website gives relevant information, such as 

IntheWake, ñA Collective Manual-in-progress for Outliving Civilization.ò  

      Students might consider questions such as the following. Do disaster movies provide a good 

model for how to act in emergencies or live in primitive conditions? Do reality shows? Do 

science fiction stories? How do the media treat environmental disasters?   Let students survey a 

few environmental disasters from recent decades, then research and discuss how the world 

handled them. How many environmental and other refugees are in the world, where are they, and 

what happens to them?  Who is responsible for taking care of them? Who should be responsible? 

     Add these: stone tool-making workshop, community gardens, roof-top and vertical gardens, 

food combinations that make complete proteins, how to make a solar still to purify water, solar 

cooker workshop, how to compost garbage, how to convert a car to other fuels, how to reach 

consensus, how to deal with a bully, how to brainstorm new ideas. 

     The course should also discuss longer range issues such as population pressures, climate 

change, nuclear weapons and disarmament, GNR technology, and visions of the future we want. 

For a senior or Advanced Placement course, see David Orrôs list for ecological literacy. 

     In fact, the whole nation needs a crash course in how to design a sustainable future that 

involves understanding the principles of organization designed by communities of life 

(ecosystems) over millions of years. Physicist Fritjof Capra says human survival will depend on 

our ecological literacy. Mainstream media, film makers, public institutions such as PBS, 

universities, and libraries, and many politicians and business leaders have begun to disseminate 

and work with a number of concepts and terms important to our thinking about climate change 

and other urgent challenges, such as: tipping point, 350 parts per million, greenhouse effect, 

carbon footprint, ecological footprint, sustainability, unintended consequences, precautionary 

principle, ecosystem, biodiversity, and carrying capacity. 

       Capra lists the following as fundamental facts of life: 
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One speciesô waste is another speciesô food. 

          Matter cycles continually through the web of life. 

                The energy driving the ecological cycles flows from the sun. 

                       Diversity assures resilience. 

                              Life, from its beginning more than three billion years ago, did not take 

over the planet by combat but by networking. 
 

      Widespread understanding of the true nature of life on our planet would likely send many of 

our ideologies and ideologues back into the mists of unknowing. 
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Chapter 7 

The Places We Live 
 

      When plant and animal domestication began and fertile, watered river basins attracted 

growing numbers of people, a settlement pattern emerged, roughly 10,000 years ago, that is still 

visible on the map today. 

                                           ~Harm De Blij, The Power of Place, 2009 
 

      Humans have long since settled every continent except Antarctica. Modern transportation and 

communication technologies can physically or virtually transport us anywhere on the planet. Yet 

we are still intensely local creatures and most of us are attached to our homes, our neighborhood, 

our town and region. For several years I lived alone in a cabin in the woods, and felt very 

strongly attached to my immediate territory, about three acres. A friend remarked that it seemed 

like a ñsecond skin.ò I felt more powerful in that place and had a deep desire to protect it. For 

countless centuries that localism was the way we lived, it still is for billions of us, and we in the 

affluent world who jet about the world ignore the sense of place at our peril. 

      Harm De Blij, Professor of Geography at Michigan State University, answers the chorus of 

writers who insist that the world is flat or at least ñflatteningò because of globalization. By this 

they mean that the high-tech prosperity of the rich countries is becoming the norm everywhere, 

with disappearing borders and homogenized cultures. De Blij disagrees, saying that high-tech 

opportunity may be available for the fortunate minority but not for the much more numerous 

poverty-stricken members of our species. For instance, De Blij contrasts the high-tech industries 

growing around Bangalore, Delhi, and Calcutta, attracting hundreds of thousands of trained 

workers, with tens of millions of landless peasants in more remote areas of the lower Ganges 

Basin. Similar contrasts are evident in China.  

      Or one hears about the great economic success of Botswana, with high economic growth 

rates year after year. Then one finds out that half the countryôs GDP depends on diamond mines, 

operated by foreign companies, while a majority of the people of Botswana live in dire poverty.   

De Blij says global elites ñflatten playing fields for each other as they traverse the world.ò The 

First World decision-makers of government and industry, whom De Blij calls globals, control 

the fates of locals, people who have lived on the same land or in the same villages for 

generations. Furthermore, the related trend of urbanization is sending poor-country peasants into 

enormous cities (megacities), many eventually expected to number 50 million or more. 

      Disparities between the rich countries (the ócoreô) and the poor countries (the óperipheryô) are 

ñso evidentò says De Blij ñthat no flat-world or melting-pot postulations can wish them away.ò 

The core of rich countries contains 15% of world population, and controls almost 75% of gross 

national income, while the periphery has 85% of population with 25% of income. Globalization 

hasnôt changed these ñstaggering situational differences.ò From the viewpoint of individuals 

trying to get ahead economically and adopt the core culture of the rich nations, geographical 

place may seem like a burden. De Blij says the future depends on the evolving relationships 

between the global elite and the much more numerous locals. 

      At this writing it is not clear how the world-wide economic collapse may affect the process 

of globalization. Nor whether it is possible to reverse the course of flattening, which provides 

prosperity for a minority at the cost of perpetuating economic injustice, depleting resources 

faster, polluting more areas, and homogenizing more cultures. But economic globalization is an 
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unsustainable course, and does not fit the ancient traditions and wisdom of the human race. Let 

us put forth a different vision and plan of action. 

      

Reinhabiting the Earth       

 

      One could spend a lifetime learning a small range of mountains, and once upon a time 

people did. 

~Bill McKibben, The Age of Missing Information, 1992 

 

      Instead of thinking of ourselves as owners of Planet Earth, let us note that the turtle family, 

the hummingbird family, the sharks, the frogs, in fact most families have resided here much 

longer than we have. We are newcomers, or guests. Guests are not supposed to inconvenience 

their hosts or impose on them, and they should clean up after themselves. Yet we humans in the 

industrialized nations have this enormous footprint, which in terms of guest etiquette, is like 

leaving the biggest, greyest ring around the bathtub you could imagine. Above all, guests are not 

supposed to displace their hosts. (ñToo bad, go away, is my house now.ò) Yet weôre not aliens on 

the Earth, either. We need to make ourselves feel at home without taking our hosts for granted or 

getting rid of them.  

Several perspectives can help restore our true relationship in nature, raise species 

consciousness, and keep our special kind of semi-thinking creature from tearing up the planet to 

the detriment of ourselves and everything else. These include the human scale, bioregionalism, a 

sense of place, and reinhabitation.  

       First, consider our inherent tendencies to form groups of a certain size, while feeling 

uncomfortable in larger ones. A sense of human scale is so basic that we seldom think about it.  

By continually growing our numbers and crowding together, we are in danger of losing the 

necessary links of connection and mutual helpfulness. We will understand ourselves a great deal 

better and make better choices by being aware of this need. Scale also relates to the human-

constructed world of buildings and roads, to economic activities, and to politics. 

Next, a bioregional view puts us in relationship with everything around us, part of the 

ecosystem. We look, really look (and hear, and smell) where we are, how the seasons change, 

where the waters flow, and who or what lives around us. A sense of place is a little more 

personal and includes more of humans and history, as well as the natural world.  

       Reinhabitation suggests that we truly settle in to that corner of the world where we live, 

understanding how we are part of it. Even in urban areas many are working to turn their 

communities into green cities. Start with the children, who thrive in nature. They need to grow 

up whole and capable of maintaining the sustainable world that (hopefully) we will provide 

them. A number of movements and countries are involved in different forms of green education.  

 

The Human Scale +++ 

 

      The Beanstalk Principle: For every animal, object, institution, or system, there is an optimal 

limit beyond which it ought not to grow. 

~Kirkpatrick Sale, The Human Scale 

 

      An aspect of life that we tend to ignore is how size changes everything. This was brought 

home to me dramatically by a famous mime appearing in our town. In one skit he performed a 
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dental extraction on an invisible elephant. Watching him climb around the óelephantô or brace 

himself to pull an unseen tooth the size of a boulder gave a whole new dimension to dentistry. 

     Scale applies to size, numbers, or measurable conditions. Things can change drastically when 

they get to a certain point on the scale. When water molecules are moving just fast enough they 

turn to steam, or just slow enough they turn to ice. We refer to ócritical massô and to ótipping 

pointsô when something is big enough or conditions have advanced enough so that its nature 

changes to something else.  

With living things, collectives have different traits from individuals. Physician and science 

writer Lewis Thomas says that social animals when in groups become ñqualitatively differentò 

from when they are alone or in pairs. For instance, groups of termites become friendly and 

active, touch each other incessantly with their antennae, and cut down on their water intake. 

Isolated, they are aggressive and aloof, and begin drinking compulsively.  

      Humans also behave differently in collectives. Ernest Callenbach, ecological planner and 

writer, notes: ñWe are medium-sized animals who naturally live in small groupsðperhaps 20 or 

soðas opposed to bees or antelopes who live in very large groups. When managers or generals 

or architects force us into large groups, we speedily try to break them down into sub-units of 

comfortable size.ò But what if we canôt? Compare todayôs seven billion human Earth-dwellers to 

the million or two who lived in the Neolithic. Todayôs masses not only impact the Earth to a 

much greater degree, but when other humans are around every corner, we have a qualitatively 

different sort of relationship with our own kind. 

It is folk wisdom that several children playing together will take risks and transgress rules 

that one child would not. People act differently in groups, especially when in chaotic situations 

such as riots or warfare. On the other hand, people who live in crowded countries such as the 

Netherlands usually learn how to be more civil to their neighbors, because they have to.                                 

     Size matters even in the realm of the inanimate. The FDA has a key role in overseeing the 

development of nanotechnology, the production and manipulation of materials at the molecular 

or atomic level. A factor complicating regulation is that the same substance may demonstrate 

quite different properties at the nano scale. For example, gold that is one nanometer in size is 

blue and mildly reactive. At three nanometers it is reddish and acts like a catalyst. At the scale of 

a gold coin the substance is yellowish and inert.  

        Biologist J.B.S. Haldane noted that ñJust as there is a best size for every animal, so the same 

is true for every human institution.ò In The Human Scale, Kirkpatrick Sale looks through history 

and prehistory for the optimum size of human institutions from committees (not over 10 people) 

to cities (50,000-100,000).    

      The term óhuman scaleô was first used in architecture and city planning to describe buildings 

whose proportions satisfy certain psychological and aesthetic human needs. It obviously does not 

apply to skyscrapers of ever-increasing height across the world as cities compete for global 

prestige. The most recent entry is the Burj Khalifa in Dubai at 2,723 feet. China and India are 

having skyscraper construction booms, but analysts at Barclays Capital in Hong Kong say that 

historically there is an ñunhealthy correlationò between construction of tall buildings and 

impending financial crises.  

       Bigness is one of those supernormal stimuli/advertising values. We tend in American culture 

to value bigness for its own sake. Yet the value of óbigô argues for centralization, large nations, 

large corporations, monopolies, large institutions (and therefore, ipso facto, bureaucracy) as well 

as many other consequences of such bigness, such as concentration of power and inflexibility. 

Large companies are supposed to be good in economic terms (economies of scale). However, 



 
80 

Sale quotes economist Barry A. Stein with a contrary message. Stein says that studies of 

productivity show the highest efficiencies tend to occur in factories of moderate size (fewer than 

45 employees) and that ñThere is a declining relationship between productivity and size.ò 

       Indigenous peoples do not value bigness the way industrialized people do. Chief Joseph Nez 

Perce said with intuitive understanding: ñThe Earth and myself are of one mind. The measure of 

the land and the measure of our bodies are the same.ò Leopold Kohr, 20
th
 century Austrian 

political philosopher came to a similar conclusion: ñWhenever something is wrong, something is 

too big.ò  

       

Bioregions                                     

 

ébefore we plow an unfamiliar patch 

It is well to be informed about the winds, 

About the variations in the sky,  

The native traits and habits of a place, 

What each locale permits, and what denies. 

~Virgil, Roman poet, 70-19 BC 

 

 A bioregion is defined as the unique pattern of natural characteristics found in a specific 

place: terrain, climate, landforms, watersheds, soils, and communities of native plants and 

animals. For instance, I live in the Ozarks, a bioregion distinguished by its hilly topography, thin 

rocky soils and porous sub-soils, oak trees and animals such as squirrels and deer that partly 

subsist on acorns. This bioregion crosses the border of two political state boundaries, Arkansas 

and Missouri, reaching a bit into Kansas and Oklahoma. There are smaller ecoregions, and even 

small eco-niches in oneôs own yard, such as a low or boggy area where certain plants thrive. 

There are also biogeographical regions that cover large parts of continents. 

       Bioregionalism is a non-political movement based on this intimate geographical knowledge, 

deep ecology, and respect for óthe old waysô, traditional knowledge, and indigenous knowledge. 

It supports decentralism based on ecological boundaries and traditional patterns of living. 

Bioregionalism easily coexists with green politics, for instance, the Green Party of Alaska is 

organized bioregionally.  Peter Berg, who coined the term to help define a new perspective, says 

that people are integral to the life of a place. One needs to see the bioregion as the basic location 

where people live, where early inhabitants developed cultures adapted to their place, and where 

current inhabitants try to harmonize with their place and find sustainable ways to live there. Berg 

says a bioregion is ñboth a geographic terrain and a terrain of consciousness.ò    

      In every part of the world, every large biogeographical province and bioregion down to the 

smaller hunting territory of the clan or the village, people made their lives out of the earthôs 

offerings in the texture of that place. Their home territory not only provided food and shelter, but 

it was art, knowledge, and spirit. So they hunted the animals that lived there and gathered the 

nuts, fruits, grains, roots, and leaves that grew there, later cultivating a staple in rice, wheat, corn, 

or cassava. They built homes from their place, of wood, stones, mud bricks, or blocks of snow. 

As they formed the first towns and cities, they almost invariably sited themselves next to a river, 

an ocean, or a large lake, as water was needed for drinking, bathing, watering livestock, 

irrigating crops, and transportation in order to trade with other groups or find wives.  

      We in North America have a variety of violent weathers, and depending on where we live we 

know about thunderstorms, tornadoes, floods, blizzards, and hurricanes. Or maybe we grew up 
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with earthquakes, wildfires, and hot Santa Ana winds. Few of us in the United States truly 

understand what it is like to live near a volcano that mutters for centuries, or with monsoons, or 

in the intense heat of Calcutta or Leopoldville; or how to live in a desert, that is, to live from the 

desert, without green lawns irrigated from remote lakes and air conditioning powered from 

distant factories; or on the endless tundra, or through the long and dark winters of Scandinavia 

and Siberia and Canadaôs far north. 

      Even where steel and concrete cover up the earth, ailanthus trees and other indomitable 

weeds poke through the cracks of our sidewalks. Pigeons, starlings, sparrows, and an occasional 

robin, jay, or mockingbird find their niche. Mice, rats, cockroaches, ants, and dust-mites are 

ever-present human companions, pests and parasites it is true, and many of them non-native 

species, yet asserting the presence of something besides sapiens, sapiens everywhere. For we are 

not really interesting enough to make a world out of nothing but ourselves, even if we were able 

to survive in such a hall of mirrorsðwhich we are not. 

     The Durants say ñGeography is the matrix of history, its nourishing mother and disciplining 

home.ò Cultures grow from their places, their bioregions, and are set into them like the jewel-

green moss and the silvery minnow of a mountain stream are set into theirs. Oneôs bioregion is 

not only food, shelter, weather, and mineral resources; it is also the moods of sky, lake, and sea, 

the configurations of the special trees that grow in your place, the kinds of breezes and windsð

how they sound, when they blow, and how the trees or daisies or dead grasses move with themð

the springs which gurgle from the side of a hill or mountain to feed the creek, which feeds a 

larger creek, which feeds a river, which feeds a larger river, and how those creeks and rivers 

overflow in the spring rains, moving rocks; then the rocks themselves, where they come from 

inside the hill, how they break, what fossils they hold, the lichens which grow on them, the 

caverns and bluffs, the foxôs den, all these and much more were part of us in the past, for several 

million years, and part of us now, of people who live in a place. These are the springs of human 

expression, as well as of human survival. 

 By re-inhabiting a place, observing it, learning about it, enjoying it, you will gain a certain 

power. People have described this as a deep calm, a sense of belonging, being centered or 

grounded, or finding home. From this home you can act in the world with more sureness.  +++     

 

Green Cities                                                                                                                                                                                                       

                                                                

It is forbidden to live in a town that does not have a green garden. 

~Jerusalem Talmud, Tractate Kiddushin 

 

 Most of us now live in urban areas and do not have much opportunity to visit a wilderness. 

But movements are growing that involve architects, urban planners, politicians, and many 

ordinary citizens, to make cities greener, more habitable, and more sustainable. This green 

urbanism movement is growing both in Europe and the United States, with the philosophy that if 

the city is where we live, let us become native to it. Let the city be a true home for this human 

species which developed in nature and still needs those roots. +++ 

First we need some reason to identify with a place and to make it a true community. Urban 

areas need parks, living ecosystems and bodies of water, historical sites, and other meaningful 

landmarks to overcome the soul-deadening monotony of ticky-tacky suburbs and highway 

culture. Architect Timothy Beatley in Native to Nowhere says that the lack of meaningful public 

places, the sameness and anonymity of so many cities and towns, leads to apathy and alienation 
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from one's community and from political participation in it. In contrast, he gives examples of 

communities that "provide healthy living environments and also nourish the soulðdistinctive 

places worth of our loyalty and commitment, places where we feel at home."  

 Every city where I have lived or visited has varying numbers of these memorable places. In 

San Diego, Balboa Parkða large park that includes a zoo, gardens, a number of museums, and a 

theater replicating the Globe Theater of Shakespeareôs timeðseemed like the heart and soul of 

the city. Beatley emphasizes the importance of ñbuilding on the unique and particular histories of 

places." For instance, in Germany the huge Landscape Park Duisburg-Nord is built on and 

around industrial ruins.   

 In the small city where I live now, the spacious new library that was designed as a green 

building is a meeting place, a matter of pride. It has attracted far more patrons than it did before. 

Our townôs growing system of pedestrian/bike trails is another distinction, currently between 17 

and 18 miles, with a goal of 129 miles. One major aim of green urbanism is to make cities 

pedestrian-friendly. People can then enjoy memorable places close-up and at walking speed. 

Many U.S. cities such as Portland, Oregon and Oakland, California have pedestrian master plans. 

 Fred Kent, founder of Project for Public Spaces, describes a commons as a public space 

where people gather and build community. Since the mid-1970s, the PPS group has worked with 

over a thousand communities world-wide ñto help grow public spaces into vital community 

places.ò Some of Kentôs favorite commons are the Luxembourg Gardens in Paris; Pioneer 

Courthouse Square in Portland, Oregon; Campo Santa Margherita, a square in Venice; Central 

Park in New York City; and Coyoacan, a plaza in Mexico City. Kent says most such successful 

commons share certain traits. They are at the hub of city life and offer many activities, including 

people-watching from outdoor cafes or at public markets. They are easily accessible on foot, by 

bicycle and public transit, as well as by car. They are safe and clean, with amenities such as 

places to sit, restrooms, and waste receptacles. Most of all, they have visual and sensual 

attractions such as shade trees, fountains, and public art.  

 In a bad economy some see public parks as a luxury, others as a necessity. Research backs 

the latter. A Dutch study found that people living near a green space had lower rates of 15 out of 

24 diseases and were much less likely to suffer from depression and anxiety disorders. Kari 

McGinnis quotes the director of Portland Parks, Charles Jordan, about another reason some 

places are important. He says Pioneer Courthouse Square is ña cultural crossroads where the 

cityôs diversity is there for all to see. Green-haired street kids rub shoulders with business types 

in three piece suits. It may make some people uncomfortable, but parks are the most democratic 

pieces of land we have.ò 

 Although England invented the public park in 1843, and once had the best parks in the 

world, today many parks in the UK are neglected and rundown. Other countries are investing 

more in their parks, with some shining examples in Curitiba, Brazil and Melbourne, Australia. 

Every piece of property in Melbourne, whether residential, commercial, or industrial, pays a 

parks charge to support green space. After Curitiba had a huge growth in population in the 

1970s, the city put four percent of its budget into creating green spaces. Curitiba is now an 

international model of urban management, and Melbourne was recently judged by the Economist 

to be the worldôs most livable city.  

However, plazas and parks are still not enough. In addition to green growing things, a 

number of wild creatures live in urban areas, moving in as their habitat is destroyed. Interactions 

between humans and animals in this unnatural setting are sometimes difficult ones, but we could 

make them more positive. Jennifer Wolch, director of the Sustainable Cities Project, says to 
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imagine your city as a ñzoopolis.ò One person putting this into effect is artist-engineer Natalie 

Jeremijenko, who works with cutting-edge architecture firms to design urban systems that can 

accommodate birds as well as humans and facilitate communication between humans and birds. 

Another example is the construction of a new sports center in Banbury, UK with bat tubes and 

swift bricks to provide nests and roosts for nearby creatures.  

In one surprising example of neighboring with animals, New Jersey is restoring and promotes 

ecotourism in an area that begins just five miles west of Manhattan called the Meadowlands. The 

area is home to twenty-six species of birds that are endangered or threatened. Forty years ago, 

the thirty-two square mile Meadowlands smelled rotten and seemed dead, but gradually after the 

Clean Water Act of 1972 the animals began to return. Today the Hackensack River (which 

bisects the area) has almost 100 species of fish and shellfish and 200 bird species including bald 

eagles on their migratory stopovers.  

Much more than planting a few petunias, real greening considers the city as part of a larger, 

regional ecosystem. In the Puget Sound area, the new ñCascade Agendaò is described by Neil 

Peirce as a 100-year conservation and preservation plan for 2.6 million acres: 

                                                                                                                                                 
The focus is first on channeling growth into denser, well-planned cities, second to save rural lands by 

a massive new market-based transfer of development rights initiative, and third, with expanded 
greenery, to create a significant ñcarbon sink,ò forests that absorb carbon dioxide emissions.  

 

In similar fashion, Philadelphians have formed the Schuylkill Action Network or SAN, to 

address the 100 miles of river upstream, with its potentially polluting farms, factories, and mines. 

In Philadelphiaôs Office of Watersheds a group is working to catch and filter storm water 

naturally. In Los Angeles, community groups and individuals have organized to bring back an 

important but degraded ecosystem. This large alliance of people, which Jennifer Price calls a 

"vast and probably unstoppable conglomeration, [is set] to restore the [Los Angeles River 

system] to something more than a ditch." Restoring a river system not only enhances the 

environment but also provides a focus for the people who live in a city.  

The city of Chicago under Mayor Richard Daley has set a goal to become the greenest city in 

the United States. Chicago had a head start because of the vision of people over a century ago 

who developed the Cook County Forest Preserve and established it by law in 1913. Today an 

initiative called Chicago Wilderness involves over 160 environmental and community 

organizations that research the existing biodiversity, educate the public about it, and work to 

preserve and restore it. Their 2004 strategy plan, the Chicago Green Infrastructure Vision, aimed 

to protect and restore almost two million acres, according to Hendrickson.  

An editorial by Peter Crane and Ann Kinzig in Science points out the importance of nature in 

cities for an increasingly urban population: +++ 
                                                                                                                                                

What remains of habitats and biodiversity within the city is of disproportionate importanceé.these 
may also be of national or even global significance. Sao Paulo, Brazil, contains important fragments 

of the Atlantic Rain Forest [while] significant remnants of the unique Cape Floristic Province persist 

within and around Cape Town in South Africa. Even in London, there are still superb opportunities to 
connect with nature, from the restored wetlands of Barn Elms to the acid grasslands of Richmond 

Parké.Nature in the metropolis needs to be nurtured, not only for its value now, but even more for its 

importance in the future.  
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Vertical Gardens +++   In ancient times, one of the Seven Wonders of the World was the 

Hanging Gardens of Babylon. With city real estate at a premium, this Wonder is returning with 

the idea to plant gardens upward and make living walls out of city buildings. A French botanist, 

Patrick Blanc, is credited with inventing the modern plant wall: a fibrous material is anchored to 

the wall and plants such as moss, succulents, and vines are rooted in it, while water trickles down 

between the sheets of fiber. Blanc uses a similar technique on indoor walls and has even 

experimented with plant ceilings. In an interview Blanc says, ñWe live in an era where human 

activity is overwhelming. I think we can reconcile nature and man to a much greater degree.ò  

This creative idea is spreading rapidly across several continents. One variation is the 

Folkewall, designed by Folke Gunther in Sweden, which grows annual food crops while 

simultaneously purifying greywater. Two Japanese companies, Shimizu and Minoru, co-

developed and are marketing a lightweight wall greening system based on panel units. Another 

company, ELT, makes ñLiving Walls.ò However, Blancôs gardens are not made with engineered 

panels but with felt sheets. He uses only plants that grow in the wild on rocks.  

The vertical garden has at least five potential benefits. First, artists such as Patrick Blanc 

create public art from living plants and turn cities into ever more beautiful and distinctive places. 

Some famous buildings with vertical gardens are in Blancôs home city of Paris such as 

Foundation Cartier, the department store BHV Homme, and the Musee du quai Branly. Other 

famous sites are in Bangkok, Madrid, Melbourne, Sydney, New York, and Anjo City, Japan. The 

largest green wall in the U.S. is in Huntsville, Alabama for the clothes retailer Anthropologie.  

The second potential benefit of living in a city that is literally green is psychological. Our 

species evolved to live in nature, and in natural settings people tend to be calmer and more 

positive. (Any shift in behavior could be measured scientifically.) A related idea is green roofs, 

which are installed primarily for energy savings but may also be visible from other locations, 

adding beauty. Some large, innovative green roof projects are the California Academy of 

Sciences, the Apple Store in Chicago, the Singapore Polytechnic school of Art and Design, and 

Waldspirale, designed by Austrian architect Friedensreich Hundertwasser.  

Third, added shade from green leaves helps to cool buildings in summer and insulate them 

from cold winds in winter. Marq de Villiers says a Minneapolis study found that increasing the 

acreage of a cityôs parks by only 10% could change the local temperature by a full degree, and he 

suggests that green roofs [or living walls] could add to that effect.  

Fourth, living walls can help clean city air pollution. As various house plants purify indoor 

air, so the larger expanse of green-growing buildings could support healthier breathing in urban 

streets. Also, additional vegetation can help counteract CO2 emissions that contribute to climate 

change.  In a sixth possibility, citydwellers could grow fruits and vegetables not only on building 

walls, but in or on skyscrapers called ósky farms,ô described later on. 

 

Urban Sports and Games: The natural creativity and exuberance of urban youth continually 

give rise to new expressions such as break-dancing or graffiti art. These arts and skills can be 

positive ways for young people to make human habitation out of an artificial landscape. One way 

to re-inhabit the urban landscape is Parkour or free running, a physical discipline that uses the 

possibilities of the human body and mind to overcome obstacles and get from point to point in 

the most efficient way. This may involve running, jumping, climbing, vaulting, and other 

movements. Those who practice it, called traceurs or freerunners, are most often urban males in 

their late teens and twenties.  
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The sport has spread to most European countries, United States, Canada, Japan, and South 

Africa. Parkour somewhat resembles self-defense in the ancient martial arts such as aikido and 

has no formal rules or competitions. Victor Bevine, a co-founder of the World Freerunning and 

Parkour Federation (WFPF) notes that it is much safer than other extreme sports.  

 Jaclyn Law notes that Parkour ñincorporates a deeply entrenched sense of community that 

sets it apart from other sportséThere is a genuine all-for-one ethos among traceursðthey 

welcome beginners, push each other to new heights (physical and otherwise) and hang out at 

each othersô homes. They also stop each other from taking stupid chances.ò Besides the physical 

grace and community spirit it engenders, Parkour could serve as an adolescent rite of passage, an 

alternative to gangs for inner city kids. Other benefits are parkourôs intimate connection with and 

knowledge of the spatial landscape, both natural and man-made, and cultivation of direct 

awareness and observation skills. Freerunners could be of great help in urban emergencies and in 

search and rescue missions. Their skills are useful in an urban game such as Commons, in which 

players report problems or recommend improvements in specific neighborhoods. 

Urban gaming or location-based games is another recent trend. Urban games take place in 

public spaces and may mix interactive media, art installations, performance art, live action role-

playing, and digital devices such as cell phones, digital cameras, and/or GPS devices. The city 

itself is repurposed as a game platform, and the boundaries between virtual and reality are 

blurred in ópervasive gamesô (games pervading the environment).  

You might ask what all this has to do with species survival? Art and play can better acquaint 

us with the full potential and problems of our ubiquitous digital technologies. Urban gamers, like 

cyclists and pedestrians in general, help take possession of city streets which in the United 

States, at least, are mainly relegated to the internal combustion engine. People together on city 

streets form an interacting community unlike those isolated in SUVs and suburban homes. +++ 

Then thereôs street theater, which has ancient roots. In one recent manifestation, Occupy Wall 

Street activists, citing the example of the gambling industry, carried giant bags of cash (play 

money) worth $2 million as a bribe to Gov. Cuomo to raise the minimum wage. Participants said 

that raising minimum wage from $7.25 to $8.50 would benefit 700,000 New Yorkers. 

Adbustersðthe godparent of OWSðreports that the original Zucotti Park model is morphing 

into a multitude of more spontaneous ñflash encampmentsò such as Occupy the Farm (crops and 

chickens on an endangered piece of agricultural land) and Occupy Homes (preventing 

foreclosure evictions).  Edmund P. Fowler of Transition Towns says that the Occupy movement 

has drawn public attention to the importance of place:  

 
It doesnôt take long to set up kitchens, a central square, health services, bathrooms, and rudimentary 

ways of making collective decisionsé.Proposals for change are no longer abstract. They are 
practical, immediate, and effective. So the next step should be obvious. The same intelligence used to 

create working communities to occupy Wall Street can be used to recreate working communities in 

urban neighborhoods and rural towns across the continent and across the world.  
 

      Ellen LaConte adds that occupiers are modeling how to function in ñpost-global, post-carbon, 

cooperative, democratic communities.ò She says that in order for occupier efforts to outlast the 

occupations, they will need to make the shift from setting up camp to becoming native to place. 

      Note also an international subculture of óguerrilla gardenersô who decide on their own to 

improve public spaces. They donôt ask permission or write grants, but just go under cover of 

night (or sometimes in broad day) to plant wildflowers or carrots along roadsides or on some 

abandoned vacant lot or median strip. +++ 
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Chapter 8 

Green Education 
 

     Teaching children about the natural world should be treated as one of the most important 

events in their lives. 

~Thomas Berry, cultural historian and ecotheologian, 1914-2009 

 

 Children are drawn to nature; it is their natural habitat. Young children are born animists 

who find everything around them alive and exciting. They absolutely need to experience this 

phase of development before society imposes its materialistic worldview. I recall the avid 

curiosity of my older grandson whom I cared for while his mother worked. Not yet two, he was 

fascinated by the small isopods called óroly-polysô (because they like to roll up into a ball) which 

were living around plants on the patio. He handled them quite gently and studied their motions 

for long periods of time. 

 Medical professor Donald E. Wieklinski says many nature-deprived American children 

today are not mastering nature literacy. For instance, they literally cannot see the difference 

between a bee and a wasp. (I have met young adults who grew up in a rural community but 

couldnôt identify common birds such as robins and blue jays.)  Wieklinski points out research 

that documents the salutary effect of natural settings and outdoor activities on human mood and 

motivation. Also óattention restoration theoryô or A.R.T. research shows that involuntary 

attention restores voluntary or directed attention.  

 We may also mention that if children grow up without direct experience of nature, they will 

not understand how our species depends on the natural world and consequently they will not be 

ready to prevent the failure of ecosystems. As Robert Michael Pyle said, ñWhat is the extinction 

of a condor to a child who has never seen a wren?ò  

 Richard Luov in Last Child in the Woods worries that children growing up today in the 

United States will not have that direct connection with nature that previous generations have 

enjoyed. He notes several new trends, most of them troubling, that affect childrenôs relationship 

with nature. One is the mental separation from our foodôs origins (the ñfood comes from the 

grocery storeò myth). Another trend is ñthe end of biological absolutes.ò As ideas such as 

genetically engineered chimera or cyborgs permeate the culture, the animate and inanimate 

merge. A third trend is that while there is increased intellectual understanding of humanôs  

relationship with other animals, there is less direct experience of nature or participating 

consciousness. Luov says ñNature has disappeared from the classroom, except for discussions of 

environmental catastrophes.ò While direct experience of nature is essential, we often frighten 

children of elementary age by telling them too soon about the challenges facing our species. 

Another trend is reducing our childrenôs playtime. In the United States we have become 

increasingly anxious about our system of education. Children are tested continuously; some 

schools have already given up recess, and others are talking about year-round instruction. The 

Alliance for Childhood says that many kindergarten classrooms include no playtime at all, 

replaced by direct instruction and standardized testing. Edward Miller and Joan Almon say in 

Crisis in the Kindergarten that imposing unrealistic standards on young children leads to false 

labels such as ñmisbehavior, attention disorders, or learning disabilitiesò and ñcould well damage 

the intellectual, social, and physical development of an entire generation.ò  

In contrast, let us look at Finland, which consistently scores at or near the top in international 

tests. Children do not enter school in Finland until they are seven years old. Finland spends less 
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per student than does the United States, gives teachers wide freedom to design their programs, 

and promotes free play. Children spend fewer hours in class than those of any other European 

nation. At a typical elementary school, according to Luov, children study a lesson for 45 minutes 

then play outside for 15 minutes. Forget homeworkðeven in high school, a half-hour of 

homework is the norm. Children in China and Japan also enjoy schooling based on play and 

experiential learning until second grade. +++ 

The notion that children of all ages should learn more and more facts and abstract knowledge, 

while playing less and staying indoors or in concrete cityscapes most of the time, is itself 

troubling. And much of that time indoors is spent in front of television and computer screens.  

Another trend to which Luov draws attention is that a form of suburbia, rigidly controlled by 

community covenants and associations, has greatly reduced natural spaces for children to play 

compared to earlier suburbs. He says it has, in effect, criminalized natural play.  

 Yet another troubling trend is waning interest in Americaôs national parks. Park advocates 

say that Congress for many years failed to fund adequate maintenance of the parks and the 

backlog is now $8 billion. The number of those who visit parks, hunt, camp, or hike has declined 

since the 1980s in Japan and Spain as well as in the United States. Researchers Oliver Pergams 

and Patricia Zaradic found ñan emerging and fundamental shift away from nature-based 

recreation.ò This was most noticeable among children, who are increasingly sedentary and 

involved with electronic pursuits. Though chronically short of funds, some parks such as the 

Smokies are expanding and vitalizing their programs directed towards children. In fact, as many 

as 100 campaigns in North America are working to get children outside again. The Children and 

Nature Network ties them together and recommends media such as the documentaries ñMother 

Natureôs Childò and ñPlay Again.ò +++ 

We have already given many of the reasons that direct experiences, and especially 

experiences in nature, are vital to children (and adults). People who grow up grounded in nature 

are physically and psychologically healthier and will make better decisions about matters that 

affect species survival. Letôs survey some of the concepts, schools, far-sighted individuals, and 

organizations that are reintroducing nature to schools, playgrounds, neighborhoods and cities. 

                                                                                                                                              

Green Schoolyards +++ 

 

     I spent the summer traveling. I got halfway across my back yard. 

~Louis Agassiz, Swiss American naturalist, 1807-1873 
 

     A number of landscape architects and childôs play experts have adopted the óloose-partsô 

theory of Simon Nicholson, an architect at Cambridge (UK). Luov quotes Nicholson saying that 

ñin any environment, both the degree of inventiveness and creativity, and the possibility of 

discovery, are directly proportional to the number and kind of variables in it.ò The more loose 

parts,  the more creativity. Nature, of course, is much more variable than man-made landscapes. 

Robin Moore, professor of landscape architecture at North Carolina State University, says 

that natural settings stimulate all the senses and help to integrate informal play with formal 

learning. Nature is not a luxury but an essential for healthy child development and intellectual 

growth. People of all ages need time and space to integrate what they learn, and where better 

than in nature, which was our acknowledged home for hundreds of thousands of years. To 

implement the idea of natural settings for children, San Francisco and the Bay Area set up a 

Green Schoolyard Resource Directory and a Green Schoolyard Alliance. 
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Lowell Monke describes one example of a schoolyard habitat, Lewis and Clark Elementary 

School in Missoula, Montana, the first in its state. Guided by a local landscape architect, much of 

the playground turned into a habitat with a variety of native trees and shrubs, a waterfall, a 

stream, a rock garden, and a butterfly garden. Students were also involved with the original 

designing. Monke says thousands of American schools are developing these innovative projects.  

      An international movement for schools to incorporate nature into their programs is variously 

called environment-based, place-based, experiential, or bioregional education. One such 

program in the UK, Learning through Landscapes, has improved at least one-third of that 

nationôs schoolyards to include nature. This program inspired a similar one in Canada called 

Learning Grounds, and another in Sweden, Skolans Uterum. The Association for Experiential 

Education has spread to over thirty-five countries. 

 

      Safe Routes to School: In the United States, about 24 million kids ride school buses for an 

average one and a half hours a day. While urban busing was a contentious social issue a few 

decades ago, buses have long been used in rural areas, increasingly so as these schools are 

consolidated. Most of these buses are diesel with the hazards of diesel exhaustðasthma, 

cancerðas well as emissions that contribute to climate change. Buses manufactured before 1990 

emit about 60 times as much pollution as those that meet EPAôs 2007 standards. (Many of these 

polluting older buses are sold to third-world countries.) New or used buses can be retrofitted with 

either diesel oxidation catalysts or the more expensive but more effective diesel particulate 

matter filters that can reduce emissions from low-sulfur diesel fuels by as much as 60%.  

      City children, even first-graders, used to walk to school. I did, my children did. But 

automobiles took over the American cityscape, making that walk more dangerous. Now, only 

about one-fifth of American children walk to school. Side effects of this social change are more 

vehicle trips for busy parents, more gasoline consumption and pollution, and one more cause of 

childhood obesity. Here is the creative solution: the walking school bus. First popularized in 

Australia, now spreading in the United States, walking school buses are simply adult-escorted 

walks to school along a defined route. One or a few adults take on the responsibility to lead the 

group. Sometimes the city needs to construct a sidewalk, engineer traffic calming, or install 

special crosswalks and signals. Brian Fellows, who manages the Safe Routes program in 

Arizona, points out that the walking school bus is an ñelegantly simpleò strategy. One bonus is 

that children arrive at school energized by their exercise. Another is that they are closer to nature 

on the way. Bike trains are a similar concept for older children to bicycle together to school. +++ 

 

      Green Schools: One-fifth of Americansðabout 60 million individualsðare in school every 

day, most of them as students, but others as teachers and staff. School construction is an 

important economic activity that accounts for 27% of the U.S. construction industry. But many 

older and traditionally built schools have problems with indoor pollution and poor lighting. 

Conventional building materials and paints are often allergenic or toxic. According to reporter 

Samantha Cleaver, as many as 15,000 schools have poor indoor air quality, which can aggravate 

asthma, cause headaches, and spread airborne illness. In contrast, green schools are intended to 

save energy, to be more environment-friendly, and to be more child-friendly too, with more 

natural light and circulating fresh air. +++ 

       There are indications that children are healthier and perform better in green schools. A 1999 

study by a building-efficiency consulting company evaluated 2,000 classrooms in three cities, 

finding that students in classrooms with the most daylight progressed 20% faster in math and 
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26% faster in reading than students in classrooms with poor lighting. Thereôs also evidence of 

less absenteeism in green schools.  

      Many school districts as they build new schools or additions are looking for LEED 

certification from the U.S. Green Building Council (LEED stands for Leadership in Energy and 

Environmental Design). Certification is based on a checklist of features such as using recycled 

materials or super-efficient air conditioners. The Green Building Council claims that LEED-

certified schools use an average 33% less energy and 32% less water. Added construction costs 

pay for themselves in reduced energy costs over a period of perhaps a dozen years. For 

retrofitting school buildings that already exist, perhaps with roof coatings and other insulating 

material, a school district may earn an Energy Star rating from the EPA.  

 

Ecoschools +++ A separate movement focuses on ecoschools which use nature studies as a 

key part of the curriculum. There are 2,800 such schools in the UK and Scotland alone, and the 

movement has spread throughout most of Europe and Russia, as well as to Australia and South 

Africa. By the end of the 2004/2005 school year, about fourteen thousand schools were 

participating worldwide in the organization that originated in the UK. Ontario EcoSchools has 

designed its own program in Canada. Luov predicts that ña major movement is possibleðand 

not just in the United States and other post-industrial countries.ò  

Luov notes that environmental organizations may play a role in ecoschools and nature 

programs, and mentions the Sierra Clubôs Inner City Outings. This community outreach program 

gives the opportunity for low-income, inner-city youth to go on wilderness trips. Luov calls for 

more such programs, with more coordination and links between various organizations and 

schools. He also suggests a revival of camps of the old-fashioned type that brought children to 

natureðnot computer camps or others linked with school learningðand says that every school 

district should be associated with at least one ñwildlife-and-childhoodò preserve in its region. 

One educational movement that is rapidly growing in Europe is forest kindergartens, with 

multi-age, year-round outdoor classrooms that foster a love for nature, first-hand knowledge 

about it, and a background for fantasy play worlds. Lowell Monke says a few forest 

kindergartens have started in the United States, and notes that ñprairie weeks, pond months, or 

desert days can serve as well.ò  

 

Unplugged Schools 

 

     We're using tools with unprecedented power, and in the process, we're becoming those tools.  

~John Brockman, Wired, Aug 1995  

 

       Lowell Monke taught young people about computers for many years but eventually became 

disillusioned about societyôs infatuation with this technology. Monke says that school is about 

the only institution left that could offset the dominance of mediated experience over childrenôs 

lives. ñThe health of our childrenôs inner lives, their civic engagement, and their relationship 

with nature all would be improved if schools turned down the thermostat on that technologically 

overheated aspect of American culture.ò In similar vein, at the very beginning of the television 

era futurist Marshall McLuhan said that as media took over our lives, schools would need to 

become ñcivil defense against media fallout.ò Instead, they have become cheerleaders for 

computer technology.  

http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/3.08/brockman.html
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Todd Oppenheimer notes (The Flickering Mind, 2003) that school is one of very few places 

where people can have a sustained conversation about somethingðhe says we need to protect 

that space. The journal Science published important research, an analysis of 50 studies on 

learning and technology by Patricia Greenfield, professor of psychology at UCLA and director of 

the Childrenôs Media Center. Greenfield concluded that in the transition from print to visual 

media our visual literacy has improved but our abilities to think, analyze, imagine, and reflect are 

threatened. ñTechnology is not a panacea in education, because of the skills that are being lost.ò  

 

 Natural Learning: While focusing on nature, let us not forget the nature of children 

themselves. John Gatto, a veteran teacher in New York City who has won several teaching 

awards is nevertheless quite outspoken about the deficiencies of public education. He says, ñIt is 

absurd and anti-life to be compelled to sit in confinement with people of exactly the same age 

and social class. This effectively cuts children off from the immense diversity of life and the 

synergy of variety.ò Gatto says that most schools are too big; children donôt have enough private 

time to develop meaning for themselves, yet the whole point of education should be to help 

children become their own teachers. Some ways he suggests to reform schooling are: 

independent study, community service, adventures and novel experiences, a variety of 

apprenticeships one-day or longer, and more inclusion of families. +++ 

Answers do not lie in attempts to force public education into a business model, to emphasize 

competition at every level, to crush creativity and critical thinking by defining all learning 

through standardized tests, to set up charter schools when they are used to circumvent the 

separation of church and state (or desegregation), or to promote home-schooling as a way to 

create a separatist society of fundamentalist Christians. (However the majority of those who 

pursue home education have other reasons for their choice, according to a survey by Home 

Education magazine.)   
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Chapter 9 

Before and After History  
 

Ye are the fruits of one tree and the leaves of one branch. 

~Bahaôuôllah, founder of Bahaôi faith, 1817-1892 

 

  We can't know who we are without knowing where we have been. The whole human species 

has a history, if you will allow something to be called history that was not all written down in 

words. Much of our species history is recorded in old bones, spear heads, shards of pottery, cave 

paintings, and DNA, a fascinating story with some gaps and mysteries.   

 Human-like individuals are older than previously believed. Working in Ethiopaôs Afar Rift, 

which has yielded many hominid fossils, paleoanthropologist Tim White of the University of 

California, Berkeley, says ñWe now have hominid remains dating as far back as 5.7 million 

years.ò  Not all of these hominids were direct ancestors. The human heritage is not one straight 

line. As many as twenty different hominids have existed, often several at the same time. 

 Two million years ago our possible ancestor Homo habilis, first of the Homo genus, emerged 

in Africa. Archaeologists named this hominid the skilled man, because of his tool-making. Tools 

are even older than those ancestors whom we consider fully human. The next arrival was Homo 

erectus, standing with straight leg bones, a million and a half years ago. Homo erectus was ñJava 

man,ò ñPeking man,ò and ñHeidelberg man,ò fine hunters who controlled fire for the first time 

and made hand-axes said to be unnecessarily beautiful in their design.  

 By a million years ago, early hominids had developed into several species such as                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

Homo habilis, H. ergaster, H. rudolfensis, H. erectus, H. neanderthalensis, H. sapiens, and most 

likely, H. floresiensis. Four of them became distinctly humanðNeanderthals, modern humans 

(H. sapiens), the óHobbitô (H. floresiensis), and the mysterious Denisovans. We learned about the 

existence of the last two cousins only within the last decade. Advances in DNA sequencing show 

that todayôs non-African humans share about 3% of our DNA with Neanderthals, and that 

Melanesians and Australian aborigines share about 5% of DNA with Denisovans. Little is known 

about Denisovans, related to Neanderthals. Their bones were found in a cave in Siberia 

From analysis of Neanderthal mitochondrial DNA the common ancestor of the Neanderthal 

and modern humans is dated around 465,000 to 600,000 years ago. Neanderthal is clearly 

human. Neanderthals were skilled hunters and craftsworkers, used fire, buried their dead, cared 

for their sick and injured, and had some kind of language. They probably had clothing of skins 

they laced or sewed together. 

 The óHobbitsô were a very small race of human creaturesðabout a yard tallðwhose  

remains were discovered in 2003 on an Indonesian island. Despite their small brain size, they 

made stone tools and exhibited other human attributes. 

Hominids or humans, they all died out except our line. Neanderthals disappeared only about 

30,000 years ago, the óHobbitsô even more recently (between 13,000-18,000 years ago). We are 

fortunate and perhaps uniquely qualified to be the surviving speciesðand yet the extinction of 

all those others may give us pause. Our fascination with these other human species, some of 

which coexisted with our own, is tinged with the subconscious fear or guilt that our ancestors 

may have contributed to their demise.          

      A recent PBS documentary, ñThe Journey of Man,ò traced early migrations of humans out of 

Africa, perhaps from the ancestors of the San people, from about 60,000 years ago: first to 

Australia, then the Middle East, Central Asia, Europe, Siberia, and the Americas. Geneticist 
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Spencer Wells heads a team of scientists collecting thousands of DNA samples from people in 

all these places, trying to trace mankindôs history. They have looked for a specific form of the Y 

chromosome that is present only in males to find the patrilinear (male-descended) most recent 

common ancestor. This Y-chromosomal Adam, who lived between 90,000 and 60,000 years ago, 

is said to be the ancestor of all men living today. Although the scientists call him Adam, they do 

not consider this person to be the first human.   

There is also an óEveô who is the matrilineal most recent common ancestor of all modern 

women, believed to have lived around 150,000 years ago in what is now Ethiopia, Kenya, or 

Tanzania. She was traced by mitochondrial DNA, based on the inheritance pattern of the cell 

nucleus, which passes from mother to daughter. But mitochondrial Eve was not the first human 

either. Other kinds of humans lived before, at the same time as, and even later than Y-

chromosomal Adam and Mitochondrial Eve, but those other lineages died out.  

Various tribes in Southern Africa whom white colonists lumped together as ñBushmenò carry 

the genetic codes for all of us today, whatever our race. This is our common human heritage, 

although these progenitor people can barely survive in the conditions of today. The descendants 

of Y-chromosomal Adam started to overspread the Earth 60,000 years ago, about 3,000 human 

generations during which we differentiated into various ethnic populations. Darker or lighter 

skins, slender physiques suited for a hot climate or short, thick ones suited for cold climates, all 

such adaptive differences evolved relatively recently (as scientists reckon time). Yet these 

variations have had an influence out of proportion to their significance. Jim Carnes, editor of 

Teaching Tolerance, points out the paradox:  

 
Human societies have evolved and clashed and fragmented as if our 99.9% shared inheritance didnôt 

count for much. But against this dissonance, the idea of human oneness has persisted, like a biological 
memory. Religions enshrine it to varying degrees. Individuals grasp it through faculties such as 

empathy, love and conscience.  

 

      The unity of humanity is a spiritual understanding. Individuals can also grasp the idea of 

human oneness intellectually, becoming aware of the species inheritance as it is painstakingly 

put together by various researchers, learning the scientific facts about our common DNA and 

how blood-types are distributed across races. 

      Since our ancestor Homo erectus evolved, there have been perhaps 100,000 generations. In 

the long view, Species Consciousness includes all hominid species, alive or extinct. Letôs be as 

inclusive as possible. Jared Diamond points out that what we call óhistory,ô focusing on only the 

last 5,000 years of advanced, literate Eurasian civilizations, leaves out 99.9% of the five-million 

history of the evolving human species. During almost all of that time, we were hunter-gatherers.  

 

      The Toba Catastrophe: Many scientists believe that about 73,000 years ago a supervolcano 

erupted in Indonesia, triggering an ice age and environmental changes that led to extinction of all 

the human species except three: Neanderthals, modern humans, and H. floresiensis. Toba was the 

biggest volcanic eruption in the last two million years and its ash blocked out sunlight for six 

years, dropping global temperatures by 28 degrees Fahrenheit. Drier conditions continued in 

India for at least 1,000 years. The lack of genetic diversity in humans today suggests that humans 

came very close to becoming extinct at that time.  Humans who were our direct ancestors 

survived in East Africa but in relatively small numbers, creating a population bottleneck. DNA 

evidence suggests that 70,000 years ago there were no more than 1,000 to 10,000 breeding pairs. 
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After the climate became more stable, the human race once more began migrating to other 

continents. 

      A supervolcano has many times the explosive power of any eruption known in human 

history. For instance, the explosion near Lake Toba is estimated to have released energy between  

3,000 to 10,000 times greater than that released by the 1980 eruption of Mount St. Helens and 40 

times greater than the largest explosion ever produced by humans (a thermonuclear device 

detonated by the USSR in 1961). Lesser volcanic explosions have had effects on the global 

weather, for instance the 1815 eruption of Tambora in Indonesia caused ñthe year without a 

summerò in 1816. The eruption of one of the handful of supervolcanoes that exist on Earth today 

would plunge the planet into the equivalent of nuclear winter.  

      The Toba theory is supported by a good deal of evidence from genetics and geology, but is 

not yet accepted by all scientists. Its significance here is that our species apparently once faced 

imminent extinction but managed to overcome it. At that time, the injunction to ñGo forth and 

multiply!ò was highly appropriate and perhaps became imprinted in us. Today, facing a quite 

different array of threats, more directly under our control, we need a different set of injunctions. 

 

Otherness 

 

      Iôm OK, Youôre OK 

~Thomas A. Harris MD, title of best-selling book about Transactional Analysis 

 

      It is paradoxical that while humans have become so culturally diverse, we constantly make 

divisions between us and them, we conquer other people to show them the right way (ours), and 

we think up systems of ideas to prove our sort is better than their sort. Yet óothernessô is a basic 

fact of nature. Sex was one of her early inventions. From Natureôs point of view, the purpose of 

sexual reproduction would be to create more variability, more individual variations, and thus 

more opportunities to adapt to changing conditions. Nature loves diversity and so should we. 

 It isnôt that difficult. Even primitive, asexual one-celled creatures are able to deal with 

otherness. Thereôs me and thereôs not-me. The not-me could be food; it could be something nasty 

to avoid; or it could be simply debris to ignore. 

More interestingly, for the slightly more evolved among us, the not-me could be another 

living creature,  friend or foe or dinner, a potential mate or oneôs own progeny (to eat or not to 

eat?) So otherness is an old challenge on the tree of life, but only humans have managed to turn it 

into ideologies.  

 Racism and a whole host of other isms are simply based on otherness. Instead of emulating 

Natureôs love of diversity, civilized humans keep making exclusive categories, trying to stamp 

out those different ones or use them as subordinates and tools, working to create monocultures 

and empires where one man or one nation can run as much of the world as possible and turn it 

into the image of the conqueror. Every one of us must consciously resist monoism, this human 

tendency to clone ourselves and reduce everything to one!  

 

Original Peoples 

 

Although we are in different boats you in your boat and we in our canoe we share the same 

river of life. 

  ~Chief Oren Lyons, Onandaga Nation  
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 First Worlders may assume that only a few scattered tribes of original peoples are left on the 

Earth. In fact in 1997 there were about 300 million indigenous peoples, a number roughly 

equivalent to the population of the United States. Harvard anthropologist David Maybury-Lewis  

estimates indigenous populations as follows: almost three million in Canada and United States, 

13 million in Mexico, 16 million in South America, 58,000 Inuit in Greenland and another 

58,000 Sami (Lapps) in northern Scandinavia and Russia, 28 million in the former Soviet Union, 

five million in Arabia and the Near East, 20 million in Indonesia, 6 ½ million in the Philippines, 

91 million in China, 60 million in South Asia, 14 million in Africa, 300,000 Maoris in New 

Zealand, and another million comprising the Ainu of Japan, South Pacific islanders, and 

aborigines of Australia.  

 The human rights organization Survival International has since its founding in 1969 

campaigned to protect the rights of indigenous tribal peoples in 60 countries, especially their 

rights to land ownership. These rightsðand often the very lives of the peopleðare threatened by 

cattle ranchers, government road-building and dams, nature reserves, game parks, and mining, 

oil, or logging companies. 

      Survival International estimates there are at least 70 uncontacted tribes, the majority of 

them in Brazil and New Guinea. These peoples, often numbering only a few hundred, have 

remained isolated from global civilization by choice. An example is the Sentinelese, a group of 

about 250 people who live on one of the Andaman Islands, officially part of India. They 

violently reject contact with the outside world, and India has stopped trying to make contact with 

them. Scientists estimate that the Sentinelese have lived on the same island for 60,000 years. 

Because their language is quite different from languages of other tribes in the Andaman Islands, 

it is likely they have remained uncontacted for thousands of years. They are thus considered the 

most isolated people in the world.  

      When such peoples are contacted, the greatest danger is that disease will decimate their tribe, 

because their immune systems are not prepared for the pathogens for which the rest of the 

worldôs inhabitants have developed immunity. 

 

       Indigenous Knowledge: Indigenous knowledge or IK means native ways of knowing. A 

community has intimate knowledge of their topography and weather, plants and animals, what is 

good to eat and what herbs can help stomach pains or wounds, how to tend livestock, and much 

more. Learning first by observation and by trial-and-error, people of the community pass on their 

knowledge in an oral tradition and as part of a vision of the cosmos. Their arts and songs, 

religions, languages, and whole cultures are woven around this kind of knowing. Our own 

ancestors were once indigenous peoples, but those of us in the industrialized world, no matter 

what our origins, have largely lost this sort of local knowledge.  

       It seems the wealthier we grow, the less we know. Researchers at the University of Essex 

found that increased wealth correlated with less knowledge of nature. Rural UK residents could 

identify 24% of local plant species, while rural Indonesians who earned about one-twelfth the 

income could identify 71%. Even among Indonesian villages, the wealthier ones could name far 

fewer species than neighboring villages with lower incomes.         

       Not only do these 300 million indigenous peoples have a great deal of knowledge about their 

varied bioregions, but virtually all of them developed cultural belief systems that included 

kinship with the Earth and complex rituals, ceremonies, and taboos designed to manage their 
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resources sustainably and keep ecosystems balanced. This is invaluable knowledge, but it is only 

preserved when people can keep their cultures intact and continue to practice what they know.           

      The advantages of ecological diversity are similar to those of diversity of cultures and 

languages. While scientists do not yet fully understood why, geographical areas of biological and 

cultural diversity tend to overlap. According to Seed magazine, these natural bio-cultural 

preserves are especially threatened by monoculture crops of agribusiness, by invasive species, 

and by increasing domination by a few languages such as English, Spanish, and Chinese. 

Deforestation and other forces also compel indigenous people to enter the cash economy and 

move to huge city slums, losing both their lands and their culture to everyoneôs detriment.  

We cannot talk about indigenous knowledge without keeping in mind the two processes of 

colonization and globalization. Where it did not exterminate or enslave indigenous peoples, 

colonization deliberately or casually destroyed their cultures in the process of ethnocide. For 

instance colonial schools commonly taught native children using books and methods that 

reflected life in another country far away, and punished them for speaking their own languages. 

In some cases they were sent away from home and family to official schools teaching the 

conqueror culture. Globalization continues this process. The industrialized world considers the 

ability to read and write as the boundary between civilization and barbarism, so it discounts oral 

traditions. Globalization replaces complex cultures and arts with the pop culture of the First 

World, and lures younger members of the community into the cash economy.  

First, we could introduce some humility into our Western world view. Ladislaw M. Semali 

and Joe L. Kincheloe, editors of What Is Indigenous Knowledge?, say that Western science is not 

the only legitimate producer of knowledge and ñDifferent says of seeing can coexist.ò Cultural 

diversity adds to the adaptive health and creative possibilities of the species and its subdivisions.  

It is not to our long-range benefit to turn the worldôs peoples into clones of the   modern 

American or European. +++ 

     Maybury-Lewis notes that everybody condemns genocide, yet world opinion advocates 

ethnocide as an appropriate policy, describing it as assimilation, civilizing, development, or 

teaching backward peoples how to live in the modern world. In A New History of the Western 

World, Robert Osborne discusses colonization of the Americas, a process that nearly 

exterminated the native peoples of the two continents and writes, ñWe are drawn to wonder 

whether the western way of thinking and of organizing human affairs makes us incapable of 

gazing on, and perhaps even learning from, another culture without needing to dominate and 

destroy it and make it part of the western system.ò  

One such result of western dominance is shown in Zimbabwe where, a pair of scholars say, 

local farmers are much less food secure than they were two generations ago when they were 

forced to  replace their sustainable indigenous system with a highly technical western system 

based on plowing and monocultures of commodity crops. Traditional agriculture used 

environmentally-friendly practices such as minimum tillage, mixed cropping, and fallow periods. 

Confining Africans to marginal land also contributed to agricultural decline. 

By the 1990s, many indigenous peoples had organized themselves to protect their own 

survival. As of 1999, there were more than 50 growing networks of IK. Meanwhile, many 

scientists, resource managers, development organizations and governments were recognizing the 

practical and spiritual wisdom of traditional knowledge systems. The general public also needs to 

be more aware of the crucial role of indigenous knowledge preserved for centuries by peoples 

with belief systems supporting balance in nature.  
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      We in the West could also help protect peopleôs rights to their own knowledge, as in cases 

where indigenous knowledge (as of plants with healing properties) is being commercialized 

without participation by those who developed it. In 2007 the UN passed a Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples, recognizing their right to control their own territories. These 

territories hold much of the Earthôs biodiversity and half of its untapped fossil fuels.  

There are now dozens of Indigenous Community Conserved Areas where indigenous 

peoples manage their lands sustainably using traditional knowledge. As one example, the Kuna 

of Panama were able to maintain their geographic isolation and cultural independence despite 

many negative outside influences since their first encounter with Western civilization in 1920. 

The Kuna have an active political life, and were recognized by the Panamanian government as a 

self-governing region in 1953. When landless peasants encroached on Kuna land, the Kuna 

recognized that continued settlement would eventually destroy the tropical rain forest, so in 1983 

they set up Kuna Park, about 60,000 hectares (150,000 acres) of virgin rain forest. Biologist 

Aislynn Griffin notes that the Kuna were the first indigenous group in Latin America to establish 

such a nature reserve. +++ 

       Traditional Ecological Knowledge or TEK refers more broadly to traditional peoples, not 

necessarily indigenous, who have lived for some time in an area and developed their own 

practical knowledge of their environment and practices for managing it. According to the 

Convention on Biological Diversity, TEK is defined as the ñknowledge, innovations and 

practices of indigenous and local communities around the worldò developed from local 

experience over generations, orally transmitted, and collectively owned. Bioregionalism is a way 

to recover and preserve this local knowledge. 

 For the sake of the species, let us support all efforts to protect and preserve the worldôs 

indigenous peoples, respect their knowledge and ways of thinking, and preserve the worldôs 

languages as a storehouse of human creativity and survival adaptations. +++ 

        

 Civilizations Cycle                                  

 

      History doesnôt repeat itself, but it rhymes a lot. 

~Mark Twain 

 

      Historians such as Spengler and Toynbee who have looked at the cycles of historyðthe 

birth, life, decline, and death of whole civilizationsðfind that history is ruled by organic laws of 

its own. Toynbee traced twenty-one civilizations, focusing on their inner dialectic of growth, 

decline, and disappearance. Often the decline of a civilization was linked with changes in climate 

or other environmental conditions. Sometimes these conditions worsened because of human 

activities, and in other cases humans failed to adapt to new conditions. 

      Ecologist Aldo Leopold, noting that animal populations have behavior patterns beyond the 

individual animal, wondered if similar patterns exist in our own species: 

 
Do human populations have behavior patterns of which we are unaware, but which we help to 

execute? Are mobs and wars, unrests and revolutions, cuts of such cloth?...It is reasonable to suppose 
that our social processes have a higher volitional content than those of the rabbit, but it is also 

reasonable to suppose that we, as a species, contain population behavior patterns of which nothing is 

known because circumstance has never evoked them. We may have others the meaning of which we 
have misread.  
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     Isaac Asimovôs Foundation booksða science fiction history of the futureðproposes that 

there are rules by which we can broadly predict what large masses of humans will do. Asimovôs 

characters call this field of study ópsychohistory.ô 

       The tradition that human experience is cyclical is stronger in the Far East and among 

indigenous peoples of the Americas such as the Hopi and Maya. Westerners, especially in the 

United States, tend to see history as one straight line of progress from savagery to the perceived 

towering superiority of todayôs society. 

       A great many biological phenomena recur in regular patterns, and some of these synchronize 

with other cycles. There are many cycles within our bodies: the bone calcium cycle replaces our 

bones about every 200 days, the respiratory cycle is twenty-two times a minute, Alpha 

brainwaves cycle at eight to thirteen times a second. Biologist F.A. Brown found cycles of 

activity attuned to phases of the moon in a number of creatures such as flatworms, fiddler crabs, 

and oysters. The Pacific worm Palolovindis swarms once a year at a particular new moon. 

      Economist Edward R. Dewey was fascinated by the cycles in everything from economic 

trends and international conflicts to changes in animal populations; from rotation of star clusters 

(1,000 years per cycle) to cosmic rays (10
23

 cycles per second). The 9.6 year cycle in Canadian 

lynx abundance is present in other animals and also in the propensity for humans to have heart 

attacks. Many other phenomena seem to cycle every four years, without as yet any explanation.  

      The correlation of many cycles is not understood. However, through cycles we come again to 

the understanding that we are part of nature, that human history is subject to the larger motions 

of Earth and cosmos, that our Two-legged pride and power has its limits. We are but one of 

many species, and may observe that human groups and civilizations seem to wax and wane by 

the same sort of long wave patterns that govern other animal populations. Some day we may be 

able to predict them. Even as we take this very broad and long view we may recognize the 

dimension added by the human beingôs unique consciousness of self and our ability to change by 

individual will and cultural agreement.     

   

Temporocentrism  
        

History is bunk. 

~Henry Ford, American industrialist, 1863-1947 

 

The year is 1947. I am out on a double-date with my girlfriend and two young men, all of us 

teen-age students at the University of Chicago. I remember two things about the conversation. 

The first is that the two men maintain a very superior, male attitude about the atomic explosions 

at Hiroshima and Nagasaki two years previous. It will never happen again, they say, and from 

now on atomic energy will be used peacefully. Electricity will be almost free. The world will 

enter an era of prosperity. So, donôt worry (your pretty little head) about the Bomb.  

The second thing I remember is the unutterable smugness with which these two bright young 

men regard the knowledge and technology of 1947. They believe that humans, especially in 

America, are near the peak of knowing everything about everything. Thereôs not much left to 

discover. Weôve arrived; we are there. Of course this was before the Cold War, hot wars in 

Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan, culture wars, and Terrorism with a capital T, before the double 

helix, computer chip, genetic engineering, Internet, before global warming, nuclear proliferation, 

neoliberalism, before civil rights, feminism, and environmentalism. Despite the faith of those 

two young technocrats, humanity is still not there yet.  
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Apparently I remembered this incident so long because it is such a prime example of 

collective egotism, the superiority of Us, Here and Now. óUsô may be defined narrowly or 

broadlyðthe smugness of those who have always had money and entrée, or maybe all of 

Western Civilization. One finds similar notions today. It is strange that so many people assume 

that their tribe is the one that lives at the very navel of the universe, favored by God and Destiny. 

      Instead, it is time to accept emotionally as well as intellectually that all humans present and 

past are one species, with a similar potential. Full scientific realization is fairly recent, with 

findings from archaeology, anthropology, philology, molecular biology, and many cross-cultural 

and inter-disciplinary studies. These show continuity across races, across cultures, and across the 

centuries. Yet this continuity is not only ignored but often denied, up to this very moment. 

     Once upon a time we (Western, civilized whites) found preliterate peoples and all those in 

non-white civilizations to be benighted savages, heathens, inferior and even sub-human beings, 

which notions conveniently coincided with our efforts to aggrandize their lands and to make 

slaves out of them. Today we are still ready to put our ancestors into a similar mold of inferiority 

in order to justify our own conceit about having reached the pinnacle of progress. Weôre 

oblivious to the fact that future people who think in this manner will probably not see us at the 

peak of achievement where we see ourselves. At this rate our own great-great-grandchildren in 

the 22
nd

 century may regard us as deplorable or laughable barbarians.    

      Peter James and Nick Thorpe (Ancient Inventions) have a term for this mistaken view that 

only today counts: ñtemporocentrism.ò They note that ancient people had the same mental 

capacities that we do, lacking mainly the information accumulated through writing. One could 

add that the ancients probably had other sorts of information, based on direct observation of the 

natural world, which few people have today. There are losses as well as gains from living in the 

abstract, dependent on centuries of accumulated knowledge.  

 

      Old Cities: Despite the usual focus on Western Civilization as if it were the whole point of 

human history, the most enduring civilizationðcontinuous from 3000 B.C. to modern timesðis 

the Chinese. However the most ancient civilization we know of was discovered in 2001, a 

sunken settlement off the coast of western India, in the Bay of Cambay near Gujarat. A great 

city, five miles by two miles, it has been dated to 7500 B.C. One of the ancient Hindu holy 

books, the Mahabharata, describes the sinking of the city of Dwaravati, and some believe this 

underwater city is the ruin of that settlement.  

      The Bay of Cambay civilization appears to have been the forerunner of the Harrappan 

civilization in the Indus Valley, in what is now Pakistan and western India. An early culture in 

the Indus region can be dated back to 6500 B.C. These Mehrgarh inhabitants lived in mud brick 

houses, fashioned copper tools, and cultivated six-row barley, wheat, and jujubes, a date-like 

fruit. The full-fledged Harappan culture was flourishing three millennia later, at its height from 

about 2600 to 1900 B.C. It eventually included over 1,052 cities and settlements such as the 

ruined cities of Mohenjodaro, Harrappa, and Dolavira, which had the worldôs first urban 

sanitation systems, with indoor plumbing.  

      The Harappansô system of measurements was exceedingly precise. They had mastered a 

number of specialized crafts such as different forms of jewelry and they conducted a wide-

ranging trade. Surprisingly, Harappan sites have not yielded any monuments to war or royalty, 

and the excavated buildings are of similar size, indicating a fairly egalitarian society. If the 

Harappans held some secrets to preserving peace and social harmony, we will have to wait until 

their script is decipheredðif that mystery is ever solved. 
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      Before the Bay of Cambay discovery, the oldest known city was Catal Huyuk, an ancient 

settlement in Anatolia (Turkey). The earliest buildings excavated so far are reliably carbon dated 

6500 BC, by which time Catal Huyuk was already a thriving town with about 6,000 inhabitants. 

Catal Huyuk displayed brilliant wall paintings including naturalistic scenes, geometric 

decorations, and a colorful town map. In its religious quarter archaeologists found stone and clay 

figurines and painted plaster wall reliefs that frequently represented a mother goddess. The town 

had no streetsðaccess to houses was from the roofs. The people of Catal Huyuk buried items 

with their dead such as obsidian javelin heads, circular mirrors of polished obsidian, and bead 

necklaces, bracelets, and anklets. The variety of beads and stones suggest a far-flung trade.  

      Archaeology is a relatively new human endeavor of the last two centuries. Before then, 

óeverybody knewô the world was created in 4004 B.C. This date is actually about the time of the 

first Ur civilization in Mesopotamia. Literal readers of biblical genealogy seem to have mistaken 

the beginnings of civilization in the Near East for the beginnings of the human race; they further 

assumed that our home planet was created at the same time as its civilizations. Archaeologists 

determine dates through carbon-dating and even more accurate radioactive comparisons, while 

making complex deductions from bones and surrounding artifacts and natural residues. Forensic 

investigations into crimes often use similar methods.  

      To show how such archeological discoveries open up the view of our species, Catal Huyuk is 

at least 2,500 years older than the traditional date of the Creation or Garden of Eden generally 

accepted by Christians two centuries ago and by some Young Earth Creationists today. Also, 

Catal Huyuk was a full-fledged city only 3,500 years after the date we generally accept as the 

very start of agriculture. It seems likely that the domestication of plants and animals had 

proceeded earlier in some places.  

      Many civilizations rose across the continents during the past five millennia. The African 

civilization of Kerma in what is now the Sudan dates to 3000 B.C. It may have been Kush, 

mentioned in the Bible. Four thousand years ago, the settlements of a ólost civilizationô in 

Turkmenistan stretched across 1,000 miles of Eurasian plains. Archaeological evidence shows 

that the Mayan, Aztec, Incan, and other peoples in what is now Central and South America 

produced high civilizations to rival those of the Near East in Egypt and Mesopotamia.  

      We are still finding old cities. In 2008 a team of U.S. archaeologists discovered the ruins of a 

settlement in Egyptôs Fayyum oasis. With houses of terracotta or dressed limestone, pottery and 

ovens, this Egyptian city dates back to the Neolithic period between 5,200 and 4,500 B.C.  

      The oldest known city in the Americas is Caral in Peru, dated back to 2627 B.C. It covered 

163 acres and served as the center for a larger civilization, the Caral-Supe culture. Caral was first 

discovered in 1994. Probably there are more old cities yet to be found. 

 

Ancient Arts and Spiritual Practices 

 

éthe astonishing and mysterious human pastðthe remote, alien era we call the Paleolithic, 

when your ancestors and mine walked the Earth, members of a vanished civilization about whose 

nature we can make only the vaguest guesses, but which may have been far more complex than 

we think. 

~Robert Silverberg, American science fiction writer and editor, b. 1935 

 

Three years ago in a German cavern, archeologists found a flute made from a vultureôs wing 

bone, dated at least 35,000 years old. This find brings the number of carefully-crafted flutes from 
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this era to eightðfour of mammoth ivory and four made from bird bones. Professor Nicholas 

Conard of Tubingen University said these well-made flutes suggest that the playing of music was 

already common. From the same era we have artistic figurines of mammoths, rhinoceros, and 

other animals of the time, and a Venus figurine. These and other artifacts come from what 

scientists call the Aurignacian culture in Europe and southwest Asia which lasted from about 

45,000 to 35,000 years ago. The Aurignacian people are believed to be the first modern humans 

in Europe. Professor Conard says they ñalready had a whole range of symbolic artifacts, 

figurative art, depictions of mythological creatures [and] many kinds of personal ornaments.ò 

Of all the amazing cave paintings found at Altamira, Lascaux, and elsewhere, the most 

breathtaking are those discovered at Chauvet Cave in France in 1994. There are almost three 

hundred figures of animals, depicting thirteen species. Some, such as cave bears, are now extinct. 

Besides being the oldest known cave paintings, dated to as early as 32,000 years ago, the 

Chauvet figures are as sophisticated as any art since. This suggests an even older tradition of art. 

There is now evidence that humans were weaving cloth on looms 27,000 years ago: 

Professor Olga Soffer of the University of Illinois said that a 25,000-year-old figurine was 

wearing a woven hat. This raises the strong possibility that our ancestors by that time were also 

making nets with which to snare small animals or catch fish. Even longer ago, Neanderthal were 

sewing skins together for clothing. 

So far, the oldest pieces of pottery we know of were found in a cave in China, and 

radiocarbon-dated to be about 18,000 years old. 

Some evidences for religious belief are the intentional burial of the dead, especially with 

grave goods, and totemism or animal worship. Neanderthals before 40,000 BC were burying 

their dead, and they painted them before burial.About 60,000 BC in the Shanidar Caves in what 

is now Kurdistan, an individual was buried with a number of flowers (identified from their 

pollen). Because many of the flowers are known to have medicinal properties, some researchers 

suggest the buried person may have been a shaman. 

 

 Ancient Technologies  

 

      I once ambled around the Colorado Capitol in Denver with a compass and notebook in hand. 

I found that every aspect of the buildingôs neoclassical architecture has alignments you see at 

many Neolithic ceremonial centers. The same kind of architecture can be seen in Washington, 

where countless astronomical alignments are constructed into the Capitol and its surrounding 

buildings and monuments. 

~Craig Childs, ñStonehenges All Around Us,ò Los Angeles Times, Feb. 16, 2007 

 

      Modern civilizations rest on the base of ancient discoveries. Instead of turning our forebears 

into cartoon figures, let us respect their ingenuity and their lasting contributions. In other words, 

let us show a touch of humility. We neednôt worship our ancestors, but we can honor them. The 

following discussion touches on only a few of the more surprising and lesser known areas of 

ancient knowledge. Note that there was a surge of intellectual activities and practical technology 

around 3000 B.C. when many people started living in larger groupings. The urban necessities of 

building and trade, ceremony and sanitation produced new problems and new solutions. The 

like-minded found each other and stimulated each otherôs thinking. 

      Humans have long been concerned with calendars and astronomical observations. Stone Age 

lunar calendars, inscribed on bone and dating back as far as 30,000 BC, have been found around 
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the world in Africa, Western Europe, Siberia, and Malaysia. These observations of the moonôs 

phases may have been linked to the seasonal changes of hunted animals and fish, but James and 

Thorpe say that keeping track of time seems to be a fundamental human need. It may also be a 

fundamental human need to view the night skies, especially for those who basically live outdoors 

as our ancestors did. Babies still reach for the moon, children wish upon a star, and long after 

Stonehenge, people are still fascinated by eclipses. 

      Civilizations in many parts of the world independently made astronomical observations over 

centuries and developed calendars. Five thousand years ago the megalith builders of Western 

Europe built their monumental observatories, while the Sumerians and probably the Chinese had 

lunar calendars by then. About 800 or 900 BC, the Zapotec civilization of Mexico devised a 

sacred calendar of 52 cycles, leading to the incredibly accurate Mayan calendar 1,000 years later.  

    There is also the mysterious Antikythera Mechanism, sometimes known as the first 

mechanical computer, designed to calculate astronomical positions. In 1900, Greek sponge 

divers brought up the bronze object from a Roman shipwreck off the coast of a Greek island. The 

ship had sunk early in the first century A.D. Bruce Sterling describes operation of the mechanism 

as follows:  

 
A crank or knob drives at least 32 triangular toothed bronze wheels, causing three dials and 

numerous pointers to show the past and future positions of the moon, sun, and possibly the five 

visible planets. [It] displays the time of eclipses and of the Greek Olympic Gamesé.A digital 

scanning of its rusted interior in 2006 makes its real-world function clear (especially since it has 
hand-etched instructions).  

 

       John Seabrook, in a New Yorker article about the Antikythera Mechanism, says that until 

fairly recently the objectôs significance was overlooked because such scientifically precise 

gearing was believed to be impossible at the time of the shipwreck. In fact, clockwork did not 

appear in Europe until the 14
th
 century. A brilliant scholar, Derek de Solla Price, devoted himself 

to proving that the Mechanism was an ancient computer, so sophisticated that it could not have 

been the only one of its kind. Price said ñIt must surely rank as one of the greatest mechanical 

inventions of all time.ò Yet Priceôs work, published in the 1970s and widely reviewed, did not 

change the history of technology. Seabrook says ñOne is struck by the reluctance of modern 

investigators to credit the ancients with technological skill. [It is] almost as if we wished to 

reserve advanced technological accomplishment exclusively for ourselves.ò   

      The ancient Greeks had a tradition of great inventors such as Archimedes, Philon, and Heron 

of Alexandria. In the first century A.D., Heron invented a steam-powered device, a mechanical 

slot machine, a water-powered organ, and many automatons. Possible candidates for the inventor 

of the Antikythera Mechanism were the great Greek astronomer Hipparchus or his successor 

Posidonius. Michael Wright, a clockmaker and curator of mechanical engineering at the London 

Science Museum, became quite convinced that when the West declined, the Greeksô technical 

expertise passed to the Islamic world and was reintroduced to the West by Arabs in 13
th
 century 

Spain. For instance, in ninth century Baghdad, the Banu Musa brothers published the ñBook of 

Ingenious Devicesò detailing many geared mechanical inventions. Let us finally admit that we 

moderns had many clever predecessors. 

      Mathematics developed across the continents as though its season had arrived. Robert 

Kaplan, a Harvard professor, says the concept of zero first appeared in ancient Sumeria as long 

ago as 3000 B.C. in the form of a wedge inserted between cuneiform symbols to indicate the 

absence of a number in a place. During Indiaôs Vedic period and afterward, from 1500 BC to 
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1200 CE, a school of Indian mathematicians introduced the symbol for zero, and worked also on 

the decimal number system, negative numbers, and algebra. The Mayans developed zero 

independently around 4 AD. Meanwhile, in Greece during the sixth century BC the Pythagoreans 

developed Euclidean geometry and trigonometry. In 245 BC it is said that Eratosthenes of 

Cyrene calculated the circumference of the Earth, about 50 miles off todayôs best estimate. 

      Early Australians reached New Guinea and Australia 40,000 years ago, across stretches of 

open sea 50 to 60 miles across. Diamond says they had the worldôs earliest watercraft, by far. 

Little is known of how they navigated. They created cave paintings at the same time as Cro-

Magnons in Europe. Australians had the worldôs earliest flint mines 20,000 years ago and 

invented the boomerang 10,000 years ago.    

      Medical skills are older than most assume. Recently a group of archaeologists found 

evidence that prehistoric dentists may have used stone drills to treat tooth decay as far back as 

9,000 years ago. At a site in Pakistan archaeologists unearthed skulls that had teeth dotted with 

tiny, perfectly round holes. Under an electron microscope the holes showed a pattern of 

concentric grooves most likely formed by the circular motion of a drill with a stone bit.  

     Almost all of the foods we eat today were developed by ancient farmers. Many food plants 

were domesticated by the peoples of North and South America starting about 8000 BC. These 

include corn, squash, beans, tomato, potato, sweet potato, peanuts, pumpkin, chili pepper, 

avocado, vanilla, papaya, pineapple, and cacao (chocolate). According to the Encyclopedia of 

American Indian Contributions to the World, three-quarters of the varieties of foods now grown 

globally were first turned into crops by indigenous farmers in the Western hemisphere.  

      The Romans were not the only people to engineer water systems. The ancient cities of 

Persepolis (Iran), Athens, and Mohenjo Daro (Pakistan) had excellent water-distribution and 

sewage removal systems. The city of Petra in what is now southern Jordan was very prosperous 

at its height around the time of Christ. In an area that averages only six inches of rainfall per 

year, the Nabataeans who built Petra supported a city of 20,000 people with an elaborate system 

of cisterns, pools, and waterways that captured rainfall and harnessed desert springs, bringing an 

estimated 12 million gallons of fresh water to the city daily. Ceramic pipes were connected by 

bell and spigot joints, a technique still in use today.  
 

      Mixed Civilizations: We 21
st
 century folks really need to stop acting as if civilizations have a 

barbed-wire border around them. European history began in the Near East. Western civilization 

depended on the earlier inventions and achievements of Egypt and Mesopotamia, the Phoenician 

alphabet and Hebrew monotheism, and all the new ideas that the seafaring Greeks picked up 

from their travels. In fact, successive waves of migrations which settled Europe from the earliest 

timesðfrom Cro-Magnons to the barbarians who continually threatened Romeðcame from the 

steppes of Eurasia.  Europe was not the cradle but the testing-ground and school. 

      Ancient and medieval Europe had continuous contact with the great civilizations of Asia. 

Diamond notes: ñFrom A.D. 1000-1450 the flow of science and technology was predominantly 

into Europe from the Islamic societies stretching from India to North Africa [and] during those 

same centuries China led the world in technology.ò Consider printing, which began our current 

óinformation explosion.ô Gutenbergôs invention of movable type in the 1440s required paper. The 

art of paper-making had been invented in China about 105 A.D. and spread to Japan, the Middle 

East, and eventually to Europe in the twelfth century. Woodblock printing was used in China, 

Korea, and Japan seven centuries before Gutenberg invented the printing press in the West.  

      Scholars Ladislaus Semali and Joe Kincheloe note that several scientific ideas and 

technological inventions that are traditionally associated with the West were actually from 
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China, including magnetic science, quantitative cartography, cast iron, mechanical clocks, and 

harnesses for horses.  

      Nor were the Americas totally isolated from the rest of the world after the last wave of 

American Indian ancestors arrived across the Bering Sea around 9,000 B.C. It is generally 

accepted that Viking explorers settled briefly on the North American continent, perhaps in 

Labrador and Newfoundland, around 1000 A.D. There is evidence that Polynesians had contact 

with South America between 500 and 700 A.D., introducing chickens there before the Europeans 

did, and growing sweet potatoes in Polynesia that are native to the Americas. Odd hints, 

unconfirmed, suggest contacts by New Guineans, Arab explorers, Welsh explorers, Romans, 

Jewish refugees fleeing the Roman Empire, West African fleets, Chinese fleets and others.   

      We need not compete about whose civilization is older or bigger than whose. Instead, let all 

these past civilizations and their achievements induce both wonder and humility. As the Durants 

say, ñKnowledge of history may teach us that civilization is a cooperative product; that nearly all 

peoples have contributed to it.ò         

      The more flamboyant and profitable advances of todayôs scientific technology overshadow 

discoveries such as Catal Huyuk or the Cambay Bay civilization, while humanity's divisions 

continue as destructive as ever. Still we do have knowledge as never before to see the whole 

human past. Those who search for bones and broken pottery, stone tool kits and nets of seeds, y-

chromosomes or mitochondrial DNA engage in something of a spiritual search, looking for our 

ancestors. Never 100% certain of who laid these ribs and shards or when, they may argue and 

revise, but those old bones do resonate with something. The fragments of ancient beings both in 

and out of our immediate lineageðlet us even include forerunners whom we cannot claim as 

quite humanðall have greatly enlarged our consciousness and could place us in a new empathic 

relationship with the rest of our kind. Universal history is the story of the human race as one. 

 

Telling Ourstory 

 

      What a long strange trip itôs been. 

~The Grateful Dead, album title 

 

French postmodernist philosopher Michel Foucault described history as having undercurrents 

of suppressed and unconscious knowledge, with structures of exclusion that help societies build 

their identities. Only a few decades ago, women called attention to a startling omission in 

Western history: half the story was untold. Written history simply ignored women except for a 

few queens, saints, kings' mistresses, and presidents' wives. As historian Morton Hunt says: "In 

the war of the sexes, as in other wars, history is written by the victors." So feminists promoted 

óherstoryô as an antidote to óhis-story,ô and the gender balance has begun to even out. 

 Historians also began to include others who were left out, such as the common people, the 

colonized, the enslaved, children, and the losers of wars. Other context was missing: creatures 

and ecosystems were left out of the narrative. Historians now consider such things as the effects 

of rats and lice in spreading disease. We learn how societies developed differently because of the 

unequal distribution across continents of plant species suitable to become staple foods, of 

animals suitable for domestication, or of ores that could be used to make metals.  

 Moderns and Americans in particular need much more historical perspective. We could then 

see ourselves as part of an evolving species and we could actually learn from the past. History 

needs to be taught in new waysðnot mainly as dates, leaders, and famous battles, facts to be 
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remembered long enough for the standardized tests. It needs to be dramatized. Note to film-

makers: please make more films, thoughtful films, about little-known but dramatic events and 

fascinating personalities of world history. Great swaths of history have been entirely ignored in 

film, used as backdrops for anachronistic adventures, or depicted cartoon-style. Not only would 

more realistic and substantive films be entertaining, but the more that people know about their 

collective past, the less likely they are to repeat those particular mistakes.   

       A different way of looking at a civilization counts the number of its generations (at 25 years 

each). This method brings civilization back into the frame of family, in which it does not appear 

to be as old. By this count, Egypt and Mesopotamia began written history only about 200 

generations ago. Even Catal Huyuk began only 360 generations back. You are probably aware of 

three living generations in your own family, quite likely four or even five. Viewed like this, 

civilization as a whole appears to have had a shorter learning span than we assumed, indicating 

that we may not be completely civilized yet. And, is being civilized the same thing as being self-

domesticated? Or the same thing as becoming more evolved? What are we growing toward? 

      To recapitulate: We have had to adjust our timetables about how long humans have been 

civilized, how long humans have been humans, and how long anybody remotely human has been 

here. History itself is an organic pattern, with civilizat ion a cooperative product of many peoples. 

Ancient peoples, historical and pre-historical, showed remarkable ingenuity in their technologies, 

and sometimes had knowledge that we have only recently rediscovered. Civilization may be 

older than commonly believed, at least 9,000 years old. Yet if you look at history in terms of 

generations, we have not been civilized for so very long, which may help excuse our 

deficiencies, but also inspire us to start growing up fastðas we urgently need to do. 

Dissatisfactions with the way the story has been told or taught should not turn us against all 

stories, whether history, herstory, or ourstory. The story of everything until now is acquiring a 

richer texture, a broader vista. As it grows to include the living biosphere, ourstory will turn 

again into a mythology, a sacred earthstory, with humans still present and still making decisions, 

but on a smaller scale, in perspective, in co-evolution.  
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Chapter 10 

A Species among Species 
 

      How many hearts with warm red blood in them are beating under cover of the woods, and 

how many teeth and eyes are shining! A multitude of animal people, intimately related to us, but 

of whose lives we know almost nothing, are as busy about their own affairs as we are about ours. 

~John Muir, American conservationist, 1838-1914 

 

       We look for other creatures and constantly discover ones new to us (such as 200 frogs in 

Madagascar). Meanwhile other species are disappearing by the day, mainly from our destruction 

of their habitats. We humans have pretty much taken over the planet. Mark Lynn, author of High 

Tide, notes that the total body mass of human beings now exceeds by a hundred times the 

biomass of any large animal species that has ever existed, including dinosaurs and elephants. 

Also humans have cultivated or deforested 40% of Earthôs plant biomass.  

So, what kind of critter are we, anywayða naked ape or next thing to the angels? It is a 

perennial question. In this day and age most of us accept that humans are related to the animal 

kingdom. At the same time our tool-making proclivities, hand manipulations, and powers of 

speech have taken us in a direction beyond the others, for both good and ill. We are Homo 

sapiens sapiens, the doubly wise beings, who know that we know. At least that is our potential. 

      As animals we are neither domesticated nor wild but are self-domesticated. The late scientist 

Carl Sagan called us ñhalf-feral.ò The original ñStar Trekò series played on this tension between 

domesticated and wild by contrasting Kirk the man of impulse and action with Spock, who was 

from a buttoned-down race farther along the road of self-domestication. Some think humans 

need to be more like Spock. Others feel that self-domestication has already gone too farðas 

individualists or libertarians they rage against the óNanny State,ô bourgeois conventions, the dead 

hand of the past, established institutions, bureaucracy, and/or government in general.  

Traditionally, women have been assigned to domesticate the race but are no longer so 

willing to take on the task, as some want to be wilder themselves. Wildness has many benefits 

such as creativity, flexibility, diversity, and love of freedom, as well as more negative traits.  

       We acknowledge our animal nature if pressed, but most tend to downplay it. However,       

Temple Grandin, a well known animal scientist with the added perspective of being autistic, 

notes that ñAll animals and people have the same core emotion systems in the brain.ò She cites 

neuroscientist Dr. Jaak Panksepp who calls these systems ñblue ribbon emotionsò because 

localized electrical stimulation of the brain generates well-organized behavior sequences in 

mammalsðincluding humansðand some birds. His four core emotion systems are 1) Seeking, a 

pleasurable combination of desire, anticipation, and curiosity; 2) Rage (which allows the animal 

to fight against a predator that has it in its grasp) and its milder form, frustration; 3) Fear, when 

survival is threatened; and 4) Panic, which results from the deep need for social attachments, 

affection, protection, and recognition, rising from the total dependence of mammalian young.  

      Three other special socioemotional systems kick in at appropriate times. These are Play, 

Lust, and maternal Care. It is noteworthy that when people disparage emotions, they often select 

certain emotional systems (such as Care) but ignore Seeking, although this may be the master 

emotion. Panksepp says Seeking could be a ñgeneralized platform for the expression of many of 

the basic emotional processes.ò Seeking can describe not only an animalôs nosing about for food 

but also a scientistôs thirst for knowledge. 
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       For a decade, scientists have been conducting in-depth research about socially complex, 

intelligent animals such as dolphins, elephants, and apes. British scholar Margi Prideaux says 

that until quite recently, few academics were willing to speak openly about the subject, but today 

long-held scientific assumptions about total human superiority are changing. Scientists who 

study cetaceans find that much of their behavior is learned and passed down from one generation 

to the next. Dr. Lori Marino (Emory University) maintains that dolphins have distinct 

personalities, a sense of self, innate ability to learn language, and they can think about the future. 

Building on the scientific knowledge, philosophy professor Thomas I. White, Loyola Marymount 

University, maintains that ñdolphins have intellectual and emotional abilities sophisticated 

enough to grant them ómoral standingô; they should be regarded at least as ónonhuman personsôò.   

       E.O. Wilson invented the term biophilia for ñthe innately emotional affiliation of human 

beings to other living organisms. [Biophilia is] hereditary and hence part of ultimate human 

nature.ò Research at Brigham Young University found that babies and toddlers as young as six 

months old could figure out that an aggressive bark matched an angry-looking dog (baring its 

teeth) even if they had had little experience with dogs. Lead researcher Ross Flom, who teaches 

neuroscience, said that over the centuries dogs and humans have learned how to communicate.  

      A science fiction story depicts a contemporary world in which all the dogs have died from a 

plague and humans deeply grieve the loss of their 15,000-year companions. We would grieve for 

many others too. Half of all primatesðour closest relativesðare in danger of extinction, and 

amphibians such as frogs are disappearing. What if songbirds were only a memory, pictures and 

songs preserved on tape? Many other animals (and plants) are endangered by the current mass 

extinction called the Sixth Extinction. By some estimates the planet may lose 30% of its animal 

species within the next century. Most at risk are top carnivores, rainforest species, marine reefs, 

and species with a small geographic range.  

      A PBS program says that 200,000 generations of humans might live and die before the 

fortunate ones see the same level of biodiversity that we enjoy today. That would be about five 

million yearsðthe same length of time that separates us from our first pre-human ancestors. 

     We co-evolved with other animals, which have always been present in our world and are a 

part of our mental inheritance. Our daily language would be bare without all the embedded 

words and idioms borrowed from the animals. Anthropologist Paul Shephard pointed out that 

children of primary school age, whatever the culture, grow their minds by categorizing their 

world. The universal subjects for this cognitive achievement have been animals, plants, and other 

natural objects, along with body parts. But with urbanization and mass media, children 

categorize cartoon figures and other man-made icons and objects instead of the natural world. At 

this basic level we are growing away from an ancient link with the other creatures, and some 

have lost all sense of connection with nature.  

 At the most extreme expression of this separation, a recent letter to the editor (it denied the 

idea of human-caused global warming) ended with the words, ñAs for the polar bears, if we canôt 

eat óem I say we donôt need óem.ò James Lovelock claims in Gaiaôs Revenge, ñWe are 

programmed by our inheritance to see other living things as mainly something to eat.ò Yet we 

also seem to be programmed for biophilia. Most humans show affection toward certain animals, 

and many also have deep bonds with plant life, responding to the beauty of flowers, plant shapes, 

their shadows and motions in winds. There is in fact a field of horticulture therapy.  

Trees have long been part of human mythologies. We use the image of a tree to show 

inheritance, development, and evolution. Most humans are at least dimly aware that living trees 

serve humanity in many ways: giving shade, protecting from wind, holding the water table and, 
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on a larger scale, tempering regional climate. A local columnist, Fran Alexander, suggests that 

we should treat trees as òa crucial utility that regulates heat, cold, soil absorption, flooding, air 

quality, pollutant filtration, and as a bonus, makes our surroundings beautiful.ò 

       Kenyan Wangari Maatai (1940-2011) led a movement to plant trees while Julia Butterfly 

Hill devoted a year of her life to protect one giant, ancient tree from destruction by living in it. In 

the Chipko Movement in India, villagers literally hug trees to save them from corporate tree-

cutters. Forests are a critical resource for the subsistence of rural people especially in hilly and 

mountainous regions. They provide food, fuel, and fodder, and they stabilize local ecosystems. 

The village women who began Chipko actions in 1973 coined the slogan: ñWhat do the forests 

bear? soil, water, and pure air.ò Their protests stopped the practice of green felling in several 

regions of India. 

      Diana Beresford Kroeger, Canadian botanist and tree defender says everyone can be part of 

this action: ñThink about your local trees. Theyôre your trees; protect them. When someone 

comes to cut them down, object.ò Many of my neighbors and I already do this. Construction 

workers may regard us as cranksðso be it. 

     Not only is human physical survivability threatened by diminished ecosystems, but our 

cognitive and spiritual survivability is threatened by the loss of our planetary companions.  

 

Deep Ecology 

 

      With all beings and all things we shall be as relatives. 

~Sioux Indian saying 
 

   The dualistic notions of self and world, mind and body formulated by Rene Descartes in the 

17
th
 century became an essential part of modern science and the modern worldview. But many 

now recognize that this psychic separation is at the root of our destruction of the planet. It also 

leaves out a vital part of our selves and limits our capacities. Australian Clive Hamilton, 

professor of Public Ethics, says there are two forms of knowledge, intuitive and rational, but the 

scientific-industrial revolution banished intuitive knowledge entirely in favor of one particular 

form of rationalityðinstrumentalismðthat finds an ideaôs truth to be in its usefulness.  But what 

is useful to one may not be so to another and what is useful today may not be so tomorrow. 

  Intuitive knowledge is gained from what we previously called participating consciousness, an 

older and more native way of being-thinking, defined by historian Morris Berman as ñmerger, 

or identification, with one's surroundings.ò Because it is not the modern world view, many still 

misunderstand participating consciousness, For instance, neurophysiologist William H. Calvin 

defines it as ñidentification of self with the environmentò which ñtends to result in being eaten by 

a predator, or falling off a cliff.ò He seems to have in mind something like a bad acid trip, in 

which an individual jumps out the window under the delusion that he can fly. But it is instead 

more like the consciousness of a tigerðand tigers rarely make such mistakes.  

  The great 19
th
 century naturalist and conservationist John Muir, sometimes called the óFather 

of the National Parks System,ô found spiritual sustenance in wild places and participating 

consciousness. Muirôs joyous remark when he first explored Yosemite was ñWe are now in the 

mountains and they are in us.ò For some gifted people, and at special times for the rest of us, 

participating consciousness shades into the deeper experience of nature mysticism, an 

overpowering sense of the oneness of life in all things.  

      A century after Muir, Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess gave philosophical foundation to 

the idea that humans need radical changes in their relationship to nature. It is called ódeepô 
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ecology because it asks deeper questions about human life than does an environmentalism that is 

chiefly concerned with pollution and depletion of resources in the developed world. Tulane 

philosophy professor Michael Zimmerman says deep ecology is based on two basic principles. 

First is the interrelatedness of life on Earth that was rediscovered by modern ecological science. 

Deep ecologists do not regard humans as something completely unique or chosen by God but 

instead see us as integral threads in the fabric of life.  

      The second principle is the need for what Arne Naess calls human realization. Zimmerman 

says this means that as we become eco-centered, and as we expand the self to identify with 

others, whether people, animals, or whole ecosystems, we become larger, we órealizeô ourselves. 
                                                                                                                                                     
Instead of identifying with our egos or our immediate families, we would learn to identify with trees 

and animals and plants, indeed the whole ecosphere. This would involve a pretty radical change of 

consciousness, but it would make our behavior more consistent with what science tells us is 
necessary for the well-being of life on Earth.  

 

      A 1985 book by Bill Devall and George Sessions describe scientific, philosophic, and 

traditional sources for this ñradical change of consciousness,ò sources that besides modern 

science go back to Buddhism, Native American beliefs, Baruch Spinoza, Ralph Waldo Emerson, 

and many others. These ideas have had growing influence in the areas of psychology, religion, 

and politics, where many in the Green movement consider themselves deep ecologists.  

      Critics of deep ecology include conservative Christians who defend the anthropocentric view. 

Also, a few of those who espouse deep ecology have made questionable statements that suggest 

they hate the human race. But deep ecology theorist Warwick Fox says we must distinguish 

between misanthropes who hate humanity, and those who are anti-anthropocentric, who simply 

say humans arenôt the most important species on the Earth to the exclusion of all others. 

 

Wildlands 

"In wildness is the preservation of the world." 

                            ~ Henry David Thoreau, "Walking," Atlantic Monthly, June 1862 

Once upon a time the whole planet was wilderness, defined as a natural environment that 

humans do not control and have not developed with roads, pipelines, mines, dams, or other 

industrial infrastructure. The planet remained wild even after human beings came upon the 

sceneðnot so much after they began to congregate in towns and cities, chop down forests, and 

mine for ores. The wildest regions have largely remained so because they are inhospitable to 

humans. This doesnôt necessarily protect them from commercial exploration and exploitation.  

It is hard to estimate just how much of the planet is still left intact, undisturbed, and wild. 

Estimates range from almost half to less than a fourth, with humans constantly encroaching.  

The huge taiga, for example, is the coniferous forest that circles the globe from Alaska and 

Canada (where it is sometimes called the North Woods) to Scandinavia, the former USSR, and 

Mongoliaðaltogether 11 million square miles, about 17% of all Earthôs land. Logging is 

currently a serious threat to the taiga. Another danger rises because vast amounts of oil and gas 

are believed to lie under these boreal forests. And the taiga is greatly threatened by climate 

change, the effects of which are greater in the Far North. A Russian scientist, Vladimir Petko 

says "Warmer springs favor moth invasions. They can eat the needles of entire forest regions in 

one summer. The trees die and then usually succumb to forest fires that in turn destroy soil 
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vegetation and accelerate the melting of permafrost.ò Melting permafrost releases methane, a 

powerful greenhouse gas, which creates a feedback that melts more permafrost.  

Other large wildlands are the Tibetan Plateau (ñThe Roof of the Worldò) whose glaciers 

supply water to two billion people: the Australian outback; and the Sahara and Gobi deserts. 

Stark landscapes may look lifeless to the tourist, yet support many plants, animals, and peopleð

for instance the Sahara Desert is home to about 70 species of mammals, 90 species of birds, and 

100 species of reptiles. Nomadic herders live there at a very low population density of one 

person per square mile.  Reasons to keep wildlands intact and to preserve landforms range from 

human species survival issues to scientific, economic, humanitarian, and spiritual concerns.  

The Ocean and other large bodies of water also need our help, and need it urgently. Less than 

1% of marine ecosystems now receive effective protection. 

Scores of conservation organizations such as Conservation International, with its 

biodiversity hotspots project, Nature Conservancy, and World Wildlife Fund attempt to protect 

the land, waters, wildlife, and peoples of the worldôs wildlands. The Sierra Club and many others 

concentrate on conservation within one country, or conserving one species or wildland. They 

have learned to include the needs and knowledge of local people in their projects. For instance, 

the organization Blue Ventures helps protect the diversity of threatened marine ecosystems in the 

Western Indian Ocean, in places where local people depend on the Ocean for their livelihood. An 

essential part of this conservation project is programs to reduce poverty, provide education and 

public health services, family planning, and environmental education. Leadership comes from 

within the local communities and draws on indigenous knowledge. 

In the U.S., the 1964 Wilderness Act legally defined wilderness: ñA wilderness, in contrast 

with those areas where man and his own works dominate the landscape, is hereby recognized as 

an area where the earth and community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is a 

visitor who does not remain.ò It also created a system for preserving wilderness and protected 

some nine million acres of federal land (now 107 million acres). Under the Antiquities Act the 

President has legal power to designate public land as a national monument. Since 1906, sixteen 

presidents have used this power to create 128 monuments, including the Grand Canyonðone of 

the first. George W. Bush created the most total acreageð89 million acresðas marine areas.  

Protecting wildlands and wildlife is also accomplished on the small scale by local people. 

Many plant their yards for birds, butterflies, and other wildlife, while some join together to 

acquire, protect and restore local forests and wetlands. Douglas Tallamy, in Bringing Nature 

Home, argues that backyard gardeners are a vital part of preserving global biodiversity. He is 

trying to pull together a ñHomegrown National Parkò composed of thousands of miles of 

backyards. Wildlife needs these connected habitats or corridors to move between. Looking 

toward climate change, Vermontôs statewide campaign called Our Forests, Our Future creates 

migratory corridors from land acquired by local towns and native tribes. These larger habitats 

allow cold-weather animals to move north as their bioregion becomes warmer. +++ 

Environmental writer Julia Whitty notes it was only 164 years agoðabout six generationsð

that Vermont congressman and writer George Perkins Marsh, upset by the disappearance of 

Eastern forests, helped start the modern conservation movement by setting aside Adirondack 

Park, the largest publicly protected area in the contiguous U.S. Since then the conservation idea 

has spread worldwide. There are now 160,365 protected landscapes which preserve 14% of the 

planetôs land area, and 6,967 marine areas. Human awareness is growing, and this is a cause for 

optimism. +++ 
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Part Three: The Color Green  
  
       What we now think of as ógreenô is a bare beginning. 

~Daniel Goleman, Ecological Intelligence, 2009 

 

Note that the word ógreenô does not mean quite the same thing as ósustainable.ô Another 

concept is also on the horizon: thrivability. Green (adjective) is defined as: beneficial to the 

environment and tending to preserve environmental quality (as by being recyclable, 

biodegradable, or nonpolluting). Green can also apply to activist individuals or organizations: 

ñadvocacy for or work toward protecting the natural environment from destruction or pollution.ò 

A Green (noun) is usually a member of a Green Party. 

      Something is sustainable only if it has the capacity to endure over timeðif it can be 

continued with minimal long-term effect on the environment. Examples are sustainable 

development, sustainable agriculture, and sustainable fishing. It is possible for something to be 

green in the sense that it is much more beneficial to the environment than conventional 

choicesðyet not be sustainable in the long-range. This is often true of consumer products that 

advertise themselves as ógreen.ô Recyclingðin the sense of breaking down items to recover the 

resources they containðis green, but reusing items or buying those manufactured and packaged 

so they donôt contain any scarce resources, is even greener and more sustainable. 

      Thrivability is an aim or focus that includes sustainability but goes beyond it and beyond 

mere material survival. It affects all aspects of life, including social justice and spirituality. An 

organization known as the Thrivability Institute defines it as follows: 

 
Thrivability invites us to proactively consider the question of ñwhat kind of a world do we want to 

live in?ò primary to the one often asked in sustainable circles, namely ñhow do we fix the mess 

weôve made?ò  Thrivability approaches the Earth and all its inhabitants as partners with whom to co-
create respectfully, honoring all perspectives.  It requires a perceptual shift in how we relate to and 

design everything. 
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Chapter 11 

Visions and Strategies 
    

  Tomorrow is fresh, with no mistakes in it.  

~Lucy Maud Montgomery, author of Anne of Green Gables 
 

 What do we want our world to be like? What are the obstacles and problems to overcome? 

How will we achieve a sustainable, peaceful and just world? 

 Our first consideration is how we define problems and what we consider as most important. 

In 1977, the Futurist magazine printed a list of ñForty-one Future Problemsò described as 

ñnational or international problems that could become major societal crises in the coming 

decades but that are not very widely recognized at the present time.ò Some of these problems 

were not brand-new even in 1977. They included genetic engineering issues, cumulative effects 

of pollution, loss of cultural diversity, chronic unemployment, the end of oil, persistent 

malnutrition, global firewood shortage, limits to the management of large, complex systems, and 

32 others. The decades have come and gone, most of the listed problems have grown more 

challenging, yet even today few of them are widely recognized as important or urgent problems 

for the public to deal with.  

Surprisingly, the list did not refer to nuclear weapons or disarmament (although it was the 

middle of the Cold War) nor did it mention soil erosion, shrinking water supplies, the Sixth 

Extinction, or climate change, which was just over the horizon. The Futurist list emphasized 

social problems that afflict the United States and other technologically advanced nations more 

than on strictly human species problems, reflecting a cultural bias that often continues today 

among futurists. 

 

The Foresight Saga  

 

      A unique responsibility devolves on man because of his [or her] capacity to view a whole not 

confined to any little spot of tribal territory or any passing moment in time. 

~Lewis Mumford, Wilderness Magazine, winter 1959-60 

 

      Actions have consequences (and inaction has consequences). Understanding that action A 

usually leads to B is a prerequisite for a competent parent, householder, and working person as 

well as a good neighbor. Such foresight, in addition to good-will, ensures the continuity of 

families and communities. The person who lacks this awareness of consequences is considered 

immature, a risk-taker dangerous to himself and others, or even sociopathic. 

The amount of energy and resources we devote to preventing or resolving problems depends 

on how (or whether) we perceive those problems in the first place. Ants and squirrels have a 

species habit to store food for the winter. Instead of hard-wired instincts, our faculty of foresight 

is a developing potential which can be reinforced or undermined by a particular culture. Those 

societies that focus on bread and circuses, or, as ours does, on quarterly earnings, consumption, 

and throwaway consumer goods, do not value foresight to the degree some others do. 

Cultures have tried to fortif y individual foresight in a number of ways including these: taboos 

that condense generational learning into prohibitions; shamanistic visions and religious 

prophecy; dramatic play that simulates possible scenarios; principles such as 7
th
 generation 
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thinking; scientific prediction; other kinds of rational prediction; and imaginative literature 

(science fiction) that explores human adaptations to potential futures. +++ 

All of these methods are in use today and we could make greater use of some. For instance, 

in a survey of Ecologist readers they agreed that humanity needs new taboos in order to reinforce 

behavior such as reusing things or limiting family size. Many have already internalized such eco-

taboos. One potential problem is that prohibitions in tribal societies or traditional religions often 

outlast the original conditions or knowledge that gave rise to them. However people today are 

very conscious of the reasons behind their taboos and hopefully would remain so. By taboos or 

by other means, we urgently need to develop cultural foresight to a much greater degree.  

 

 Things Fall Apart: We earlier listed major challenges such as climate change and other 

ecosystem failures, nuclear stockpiles, large standing armies, dangerous technologies, and 

population growth which, though slowing, can still overshoot the planetôs ability to support so 

many people with such big footprints. Anthropologist Jared Diamond in Collapse analyzed a 

number of historical and modern societies that suffered drastic declines He looked for the 

reasons some of them managed to turn themselves around before they became lost in the mists of 

time. Diamond defined a collapse as ña drastic decrease in human population size and/or 

political/economic/social complexity, over a considerable area, for an extended time.ò  

 After studying all these historical instances of collapse, Diamond was able to list five factors 

that in some combination together contributed to the breakdown of a society. One was 

environmental damage by the group or nationôs own population, such as deforestation or 

depleting aquifers. Another was damage by the natural forces of climate changes. A third reason 

was the behavior of hostile neighbors, war and harassment. Fourth, a weakening of trading 

partners and allies could also send the society into decline. The fifth factor was the wild card: the 

varying responses of different societies to similar problems.  

 How will we play the wild card? This fifth factor is our theme in these books, which explore 

ways that we can transform our thinking patterns so that we avoid catastrophe and create a 

livable, sustainable world for present and future members of our species.  

Dr. M. King Hubbert, geophysicist, noted that ñDuring the last two centuries, we have known 

nothing but exponential growth, and we have evolved what amounts to an exponential-growth 

culture, a culture so heavily dependent upon the continuance of exponential growth for its 

stability that it is incapable of reckoning with problems of non-growth.ò Are we truly incapable 

of dealing with this major change? Or in William R. Cattonôs analogy, are we like the yeast 

colonies which mindlessly consume all the food in their pail just as fast as they can and then die 

out? 

 Jane McGonigal speaks of ña particularly American failure to believe that the worst can 

really happen, because weôre systematically trained by our culture to focus on the positive. Itôs a 

failure that makes us more susceptible to catastrophic events.ò  

Writers George Monbiot and Thomas Friedman assert that responses to date in the United 

States, UK, and most other countries are entirely inadequate to the scope of the problems we face 

concerning climate change. Monbiot says ñTwo obvious conclusions are that governments must 

decide which existing reserves of fossil fuel are to be left in the ground, and they must introduce 

a global moratorium on prospecting for new reserves. Neither of these proposals has ever been 

mooted for discussion.ò So let us start discussing them. +++  

Monbiot and Friedman scorn popular articles and books that tell us it is easy to be green, 

because while this literature may promote some positive individual changes, it gravely 
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underestimates the dangers ahead. Friedman quotes energy expert Nate Lewis from the 

California Institute of Technology about the enormous challenge we face because of climate 

change, and how far short we are of the goal. Lewis says that after Kyoto, when countries 

supposedly became serious about the problem, ironically it actually became worse. In 2010, 

worldwide emissions of CO2 rose by 5.9%, the biggest jump in the last 200 years. Lewis says ñIt 

will take all of our investment capital and intellectual capital to meet this challenge. Some people 

say it will ruin our economy and is a project which we canôt afford to do. Iôd say it is a project at 

which we simply canôt afford to fail.ò  

The same is true for our other existential challenges. We need a balance between false cheer 

and worryða positive realism; a well-informed, optimistic commitment to solving our problems.  

We also need a positive future to look forward to. Letôs look at a few specific visions that 

are floating around. 

 

The American Dream is not always defined the same way. Nor is it clear whether this dream 

is just for those who live within the boundaries of the United States, or whether it is actually a 

suitable vision for everybody in the world. The aims of bettering oneself economically and living 

in greater freedom, without the restrictions of class or religion, motivated American immigrants 

from colonial times onward. The phrase itself was coined by historian James Truslow Adams in 

1931: 

                                                                                                                                                 
The American Dream is that dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for 

everyone, with opportunity for each according to ability or achievement. It is a difficult dream for the 
European upper classes to interpret adequately, and too many of us ourselves have grown weary and 

mistrustful of it. It is not a dream of motor cars and high wages merely, but a dream of social order in 

which each man and woman shall be able to attain to the fullest stature of which they are innately 
capable, and be recognized for what they are, regardless of the fortuitous circumstances of birth or 

position.  

 

As Adams suggests, some think of the American Dream mainly in terms of economic 

opportunity and material satisfactions. This definition predominated, at least in the media, during 

the last thirty years of neoliberal doctrine and globalization. Meanwhile, inequality grew between 

the wealthiest few and the majority, which made it increasingly difficult for most Americans to 

achieve the American Dream in terms of economic security and a middle-class lifestyle. Families 

required two wage-earners while the working poor often needed to hold down two jobs to 

subsist. Also people became increasingly aware of limitations on opportunity, of glass ceilings 

and persistent discrimination against women and minorities. 

The American Dream, as usually defined, has an even deeper problem: it has led to a 

consumer society which is unsustainable. The Earth is running out of the resources needed to 

keep the party going. Meanwhile the Dream has been exported around the world to new middle 

classes in developing countries who want their own refrigerators and automobiles. They have 

been watching American television and films, and they would like the same material prosperity 

and lifestyle they see there. But Americans got rich under several circumstances that are not 

likely to be repeated: they rapidly exploited the resources of a big, new continent, using slave 

labor and cheap immigrant labor such as the Irish and Chinese. 

 Unfortunately, while it seems only fair that everybody should live as well (materially) as 

Americans, accomplishing this end would likely destroy the Earth. Americans themselves need 

to scale back drastically. In general the American Dream is not a complete vision for either 



 
114 

Americans or the rest of the world. It is too focused on material consumption and too little on 

sustainability, spiritual development, or future generations. Some redefine the American Dream 

in terms of a simple but fulfilling life along with freedom for each individual to self-actualize in 

the ñpursuit of happiness.ò This vision is more exportable than the consumerist version.  

 

The European Dream is the title of a 2004 book by Jeremy Rifkin which proposes a 

countervision to the American Dream. Rifkin suggests that the European values of sustainable 

development, quality of life, multicultural diversity, and the nurturing of community are better 

suited to the human future than an American Dream that has come to emphasize unrestrained 

economic growth and the pursuit of individual self-interest. Rifkin talks about the European 

commitment to ñdeep playòðdefined as the intrinsic value of cultural institutions and 

community apart from dollar values and immediate usefulness.  

 In a discussion of differing concepts of space and time, Rifkin says Europeans value leisure 

more than Americans do, while Americans more highly value efficiency and the work ethic. 

Europeans apply the precautionary principle when adopting new technology. Europe devotes 

more to humanitarian aid, and in contrast to the U.S. has abolished the death penalty.  

The EU, comprising 25 nations, has 455 million inhabitants and is now the largest economy 

in the world. Compared to Americans, Europeans have a longer life span, higher literacy rates, 

less poverty and crime, longer vacations, and shorter commutes to work. Wealth is more broadly 

distributed, and European cities have less blight and sprawl. 

 However a few years later Europe is in the throes of a debt crisis that spread from the U.S. 

economic meltdown in 2008. The proposed cureðimposition of drastic austerity measures based 

on a German version of neoliberal ideology called ordoliberalismðappears worse than the 

disease, and particularly hard on nations on the periphery of the European market such as 

Greece, Spain, Portugal, and Ireland. This policy has plunged several nations into deep recession, 

toppled a dozen governments, and led to protests and riots by the poor who are the targets of 

austerity cuts. In Europe as in the United States, powerful economic interests appear to be trying 

to roll back social gains made over the previous century. 

In May 2012, France elected a Socialist President who is anti-austerity and pro-stimulus, 

while in suffering Greece voters punished both major parties for accepting austerity. A second 

Greek election led to a shaky coalition government in favor of bailout, although anti-bailout 

parties received more than 50% of the vote. (See a later chapter for creative alternatives that 

Greece and other countries could use to resolve the economic crisis.) 

Meanwhile, Hungarian professor Ferenc Miszlivetz, currently at Columbia University, says 

the current crisis has deeper roots, going back eight years to the óBig Bangô enlargement of the 

EU when it added ten members in central and Eastern Europe. And in 2005, referendums in both 

France and Holland strongly rejected the proposed EU Constitution. Miszlivetz says 

 
One of the core problems of the European constructioné is the ódemocratic deficitô, i.e. the lack of 

legitimacy of its supranational institutions and non-elected politiciansé.Despite deep-going self-
criticism and serious attempts at a new dialogue with EU-citizens, the Nice Treaty brought negative 

results: it has reinforced intergovernmentalism, secret diplomacy and lack of transparency.  Europe 

was crying for reforms and for new long-term visions, but most of its leaders got stuck with short-
sighted, national interests. It is still hard to know what the finalité of European construction will look 

like.  
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It may take a few years for Europeans to settle their political and economic problems to the 

point where the European Dream looks as viable as it did in 2004.    

 

A Happy Planet                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

 

Could a government dare to set out with happiness as its goal? Now that there are accepted 

scientific proofs, it would be easy to audit the progress of national happiness annually, just as we 

monitor money and GDP.  

~Polly Toynbee, British journalist 

 

 Economists, followed by politicians and journalists, still tend to rate the welfare of a nation 

by its GDPðthe sum total of the dollar value of all goods and services produced. Yet the 

inventor of the GDP, Simon Kuznets, said that ñThe welfare of a nation [can] scarcely be 

inferred from a measure of national income.ò Recently economists have looked for a different 

measure that includes costs as well as benefits of growth and increased productivity. 

      The concept of a sustainable Earth economy that emulates nature was stimulated by Bhutanôs 

King Jigme Singye Wangchuck who coined the term Gross National Happiness (GNH) when he 

ascended the throne in 1972. The idea has evolved since, influencing theories of economics. 

Various surveys rate countries by the degree of happiness reported by their citizens. Denmark 

consistently ranks at the top, with other northern European nations such as Finland, the 

Netherlands, Norway, Switzerland, Austria, and Belgium usually in the top ten. Canada and New 

Zealand also rank high. These countries are among the worldôs wealthiest and most productive, 

although New Zealandôs GDP per capita in 2009 is just $30,556, quite a bit lower than that of the 

United States, which ranked 23
rd
 in happiness.  

Wealth is only one factor in self-reported life satisfaction. Low unemployment rates and a 

favorable work-life balance also contribute to happiness. Adrian White, UK social psychologist 

who developed the first ñWorld Map of Happinessò says: ñThe most significant factors were 

health, the level of poverty, and access to basic education.ò Smaller countries with a stronger 

sense of national identity and more social cohesion tended to score higher. In Whiteôs 2006 study 

of 178 countries, Zimbabwe and Burundi ranked at the bottom, with high poverty rates, low 

average life expectancy, and in the case of Burundi, recent conflict between Hutus and Tutsis.  

Several different indexes attempt to evaluate the relative happiness of nations. The Economist 

magazine publishes a Quality-of-Life-Index that combines results of life-satisfaction surveys 

with more objective factors such as life expectancy and unemployment rates. Ireland topped its 

list in 2009 and the USA was 13
th
. The Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI) is another alternative to 

the GDP based on the idea that when economies grow beyond a certain size [and complexity], 

the additional benefits of growth are exceeded by the costs. Thus the GPI takes into account the 

value of household and volunteer work and subtracts factors such as the costs of crime, pollution, 

and long-term environmental damage. At least eleven countries such as England, Austria, 

Sweden, and Germany have recalculated their gross domestic product using the GPI, which 

shows a steady decline over the last 30 years for European countries and the United States.  

The Happy Planet Index (HPI) developed by the New Economics Foundation does not 

measure which are the happiest countries in the world but rather which ones are most 

ecologically efficient in supporting human well-being. HPI is based on average subjective life 

satisfaction, life expectancy at birth, and individual ecological footprint. Ranking countries by 

the sustainability of their efforts to achieve life-satisfaction produces a very different sort of list. 
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The Scandinavian countries, New Zealand, and Switzerland rank much lower than countries such 

as Costa Rica, Panama, and Cuba. Among more-developed nations, Australia, the United States, 

South Africa, Latvia, Russia, Estonia, and Ukraine rank among the bottom 40 on the HPI scale.  

 

Models 

 

      When it shall be said in any country in the world, ñMy poor are happy; neither ignorance 

nor distress is to be found among them; my jails are empty of prisoners, my streets of beggars; 

the aged are not in want, the taxes are not oppressive; the rational world is my friend, because I 

am the friend of its happinessò; when these things can be said, then may that country boast of its 

constitution and its government. 

~Thomas Paine, Rights of Man, 1791  

  

 The United States has been a model for the world in many waysðour Constitution, free 

public schools, conservation movementðbut here we emphasize less-known models, countries 

that stand out because of positive innovations. These countries may not be utopian, their policies 

may not be adaptable to every other nation, but they do provide some models to consider.  

The first is not precisely a country, but a state of India as large as many countries.  

Environmentalist Bill McKibben writes about Kerala in southern India, which has achieved an 

amazingly high standard of living despite a very low per capita income. Kerala deserves study as 

a model that breaks all the accepted rules. With 29 million people, Kerala is not even one of the 

wealthier states in India. In 1996 the estimated per capita income was between $298 and $350 a 

year or one-seventieth of the American average. Keralaôs people own very little in the way of 

household goods. Yet the life expectancy for a Keralite male is 70, compared with 72 for a North 

American male. Keralaôs birth rate at 18 per thousand compares with 16 per thousand in the 

United States. In 1991, the United Nations certified Kerala as 100% literate.  

Keralaôs birth rate is 40% below that of India as a whole and 60% below that of poor 

countries generallyðyet without any coercive policies or selective abortion of female fetuses.  

ñThe two-child family is the social norm here now,ò says M.N. Sivaram, a Keralite 

representative of the International Family Planning Association. ñAmong the most educated 

people, itôs one.ò Keralite religious reformers such as Sri Narayana Guru dedicated their lives to 

achieve civil rights for the lower castes. McKibben says ñKerala is now less caste-ridden than 

any spot in the Hindu world. It is a transition more complete than, say, the transformation 

achieved by the civil rights movement in the American South.ò Kerala has suffered from 

unemployment and underemployment, but new government initiatives promote sustainable 

development. One of these is the Peopleôs Resource Mapping Program, in which local villagers 

assemble detailed maps of their own area allowing them to plan the best land use.  

McKibben says that Kerala might show the way not only for other poor nations but also for 

wealthy ones. Will Alexander of the Food First Institute notes that ñKerala is the one large 

human population on earth that currently meets the sustainability criteria of simultaneous small 

families and low consumption.ò 

Another alternative model is Bhutan, a small country in the Himalayas between India and 

China. Bhutan has long remained independent and like Switzerland is protected by its mountains. 

Almost 60% of the country is forested, and one-fourth is protected as nature reserve. Bhutanôs 

half-million people are Buddhists who tend to follow tradition, for instance in dress and 

architecture. The country came late to modern development and adopts it cautiously. The first 
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roads and schools were built only 50 years ago, and most people over the age of forty never 

attended school. Tobacco is banned, and television and the Internet arrived only a decade ago. 

 Yet Bhutan ñtakes pride in doing things differentlyò says writer Karma Phuntsho. In 1972 

Bhutanôs king adopted Gross National Happiness (GNH) as Bhutanôs priority. The four pillars of 

GNH on which the prime minister reports to the National Assembly each year are: ñpromotion of 

equitable and sustainable socioeconomic development; preservation and promotion of cultural 

values; conservation of the natural environment; and establishment of good governance.ò 

However, things have changed somewhat since Bhutan allowed television and Internet. There are 

some problems in paradise. Many citizens of Bhutan want to develop democratic institutions 

faster than its benevolent monarch allows. Of course, from the point of view of western policy 

makers, Bhutan is underdeveloped.  

       Costa Rica is a model country in several respects. It was the first nation to abolish its army, 

in 1949 under President José Figueres Ferrer. The Costa Rican constitution forbids a standing 

military, and December 1 is designated as the Día de la Abolición del Ejercito (Military 

Abolition Day). Budget previously used for the military is now dedicated to security, education, 

and cultural programs. Costa Rica maintains a Public Force to perform law enforcement and 

border patrol, using small arms and eleven aircraft. The country has had at least 59 years of 

uninterrupted democracy.  

      Costa Rican President Oscar Arias is one of only eight heads of state who have merited the 

Nobel Peace Prize, for his Central American peace plan. Costa Rica is also the site of the 

University for Peace (UPEACE) established in San José in 1980 by the UN to provide the world 

with an international institution of higher education and research that furthers peace. UPEACE 

currently has 170 students from 52 countries. It grants graduate degrees, and publishes an 

academic journal, The Peace and Conflict Review. The UPEACE/US organization supports this 

university and advances education for peace in the United States.  

       In July, 2009 the New Economics Foundation (nef) published its second global ranking of 

143 countries for the Happy Planet Index and Costa Rica topped its list. Nef said:  

 
Costa Ricans report the highest life satisfaction in the world, have the second-highest average life 

expectancy of the New World (second only to Canada) and have an ecological footprint that means 
that the country only narrowly fails to achieve the goal of óone-planet livingô: consuming its fair share 

of the Earthôs natural resources.  

              

Some propose Norway as a model of an industrialized nation that has largely escaped damage 

from the global financial crisis of 2008. Using Norwayôs sovereign wealth fundðoil revenues 

for state investingðthe Socialist finance minister, Kristin Halvorsen, bought up stock sold by the 

worldôs panicky investors. Norway is managing the sovereign wealth fund for the future when its 

oil runs out. Even with the global downturn, Norwayôs economy grew in 2008 by almost three 

percent. The country has an 11% budget surplus, and zero national debt. There was no real estate 

crash because Norway did not have mortgage lending excesses. Banks are for the most part 

healthy, represent a relatively small part of the economy, and are tightly regulated.  

Norway has the second highest per capita income in the world (after Luxembourg) and 

Norwegians work the fewest hours of those in any industrial democracy. Norway also has the 

very great advantage of owning large oilfields in the North Sea making it the worldôs second or 

third largest exporter of oil. This good fortune, plus national ownership of the main natural 

resource and prudent policies combine to make Norway economically stable and rich.  
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      The country of Wales has set up an ambitious program for sustainable development that 

could become an example for the rest of the world. Goals set out by the Welsh Assembly in 2009 

are to be self-sustaining in renewable energy by 2025 and to produce zero waste by 2050. The 

aim is to transform Wales into ña One Planet nation within the lifetime of a generation.ò Wales is 

so far one of only three nations in the world that has a legal obligation to develop sustainably.  

       Cuba, while far from ideal in some ways, is a significant model in three respects: 

agriculture, ecology, and health care. Cuba is largely self-sufficient in agriculture, eighty percent 

of which is organic. It has one of the worldôs highest percentages of safeguarded environment 

and is regarded as the ñbiological superpowerò of the Caribbean. Cuba is home to many unique 

species and encourages ecological tourism. Ironically, these achievements in agriculture, 

sustainability and nature conservation developed when the U.S. embargo prevented Cuba from 

imitating the Western model of development.  

Also Cuba makes excellent, free or inexpensive healthcare available to all its citizens, 

emphasizing preventive care. Cuban statistics such as life expectancy at birth, child mortality and 

infant mortality rates are comparable to and slightly better than U.S. rates. Cubaôs doctor/patient 

ratio is the second highest in the world after Italy. The health system does have very low salary 

for doctors, and lack of patient choice regarding some medical procedures. 

Since the 1960s, Cuba has practiced ómedical diplomacyô by sending medical workers to 

underdeveloped countries and by giving a free medical education to foreign students from 

developing countries. After Pakistanôs devastating earthquake in October 2005, Cuban doctors 

treated over 1.5 million Pakistanis. After Haitiôs earthquake in 2009, Cuba sent 600 medical 

workers. The Latin American Medical School, set up in 1999, has graduated over 7,000 

physicians from 45 countries, including a few from the United States. 

When Germany decided in 2011 to phase out all nuclear energy by 2022, Chancellor Angela 

Merkel said ñWe can be the first industrial country to make the transition into an age of highly 

efficient and renewable energy.ò The country had already doubled its use of renewable energy in 

the previous decade. Not everyone wanted to believe that Germany could reach its goal of 

doubling renewables again in another 10 years, from 17 to 35% of the energy mix, but the nation 

has a tradition of technical prowess that made this a credible goal. 

       New Zealand, under former Prime Minister Helen Clark, pledged in 2007 to boost the 

renewable share of its electricity from 70 % to 90% by 2025 (much of it is currently produced 

from hydro and geothermal sources). The plan is also to expand forested areas by about 250,000 

hectares by 2020, to sequester carbon.  

       Nunavut and Greenland together form a developing Inuit nation (not nation-state) of 

indigenous people who have lived in the Far North for millennia. Nunavut is Canadaôs newest 

federal territory, larger than Alaska. Meanwhile the Inuit of Greenland, which shares island 

borders with Nunavut, are an autonomous part of Denmark and moving toward full political 

independence. Inuits share beliefs in communal ownership, a strong environmental ethic, and the 

power of women. Together this ñFirst Nationò of about 300,000 people can become an example 

of how indigenous peoples blend modern life and ancient folkways. This is especially important 

now that the Arctic is one of the first areas impacted by climate change and also the newest 

frontier for international energy and mineral exploitation. 

       Iceland is proposed as a model country for women, having come closest of all countries to 

closing the gender gap. The World Economic Forum for three consecutive years put Iceland at 

the top of the list for having most equality between men and women. They took into account 

politics, education, and health indicators as well as employment. Iceland was one of the first 
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countries to give women the right to vote (in 1915) and currently has 43% female parliament 

members. The countryôs president from 1980 to 1996 was Vigdis Finnbogadottir, the worldôs 

first democratically elected female head of state, and the current prime minister is also a woman.  

       Japan could be the first industrial country to develop a no growth, steady state economy, 

says Roland Kelts, a half-Japanese American author. Japan adopted positive ideas from U.S. 

occupation but in the last decade imitated the less positive American ñwinner-take-allò mentality 

with destructive results to its economy and society. But paradoxically, says Kelts, being at the 

forefront of socio-economic trauma and transformation may enable Japan to show Western 

nationals where theyôre going wrong. Waseda University Professor Norihiro Kato agrees: 

ñFreshly overtaken by China, Japan now seems to stand at the vanguard of a new downsizing 

movement, leading the way for countries bound sooner or later to follow in its wake.ò 

       Written just before the devastating earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear meltdown of February, 

2011, Keltsôs message may be even more applicable today. He points to a 200-year era in 

Japanese historyðthe Edo period from the 17
th
 to 19

th
 centuryðof very limited economic 

growth and values of frugality, self-control, and continuity. This óway of the samuraiô might 

have relevance not only for Japan but for the rest of the world.  

        After economic crisis in 1997, the king of Thailand introduced a ósufficiency economyô to be 

a Middle Path during an era of globalization. Without resisting modernization, the plan 

encourages self-sufficiency and cooperation. However the country is still adapting to this plan; in 

one unfortunate case the Bank of Thailand shut down a village barter system.  
       In 2008, Ecuador approved a constitutional amendment protecting the rights of Pachamama, 

the name for Mother Earth in an indigenous language. It is the first and so far only nation to 

write the non-human into its constitution. (Bolivia is considering similar laws.) Ecuador was also 

first to formally choose against oil exploration in 2007 when President Correa said he would not 

drill for oil in Yasuni National Park. Scientists warn that about three-fourths of Earthôs fossil fuel 

reserves must be left in the ground if we are to avoid dangerous climate change.  

       In 2012 New Zealand gave the river Whanganui the rights of personhood. 

     Certain identifiable groups or islanders are models of human longevity. These people are 

much more likely to live into an active old age in their 90s. The Hunzas of the Caucasus, those 

who live on the islands of Okinawa, Ikaria (Greece), and Sardinia, the Nicoya Peninsula of Costa 

Rica, or in the Seventh Day Adventist community in Loma Linda, are all favored with longer life 

and much lower rates of heart disease, cancer, and dementia. The rest of us would do well to 

adopt some of their patterns of diet, exercise, local economics, and community bonding. 

     In a turbulent world, stability is highly valued. The Failed States Index lists the following 

countries or regions as the most stable in the world, so in that sense they are models: Australia, 

Ireland, New Zealand, Scandinavia, and Switzerland. Curiously, all have long coastlines except 

for Switzerland, which has no coastlineðbut is very mountainous. 

      On the less positive side, John Cairns, Jr. says that currently ñno country would qualify as a 

robust model of sustainable practicesò although Kerala might be a candidate if more were known 

about it. He is searching some way to measure a list of sustainability attributes that could 

actually compare each nation or ecoregion with others. With such a sustainability index, we 

would be able to see the best models for the rest of the planet. Cairnôs list of 20 attributes 

includes these: Population stabilized at or below carrying capacity; resources directed toward 

sustainable practices rather than war or preparation for war; ecological footprint size not more 

than 20% above the global norm; use of fossil fuel heavily taxed; at least 25% of land mass 

allocated to the accumulation and protection of natural capita [wilderness].  
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      Cairns states that if humankind were to continue its present unsustainable practices for the 

rest of the 21
st
 century, the consequent collapse would demonstrate that the human mind was an 

evolutionary failure.  
 

Best Practices, Ecocities and Ecovillages: A United Nations program of ñ100 Best 

Practicesò (BLP) promotes information-sharing about each countryôs local programs that 

represent models. The UN also fosters city to city cooperation to spread these successful ideas in 

both developed and developing countries. For instance, the Japanese steelworks city of 

Kitakyushu in the course of rapid industrialization became very polluted and unhealthy. Through 

new technologies and partnerships between local government, citizens, universities, and private 

companies, Kitakyushu managed to turn itself around to become an ñenvironmental city.ò Now 

Kitakyushu works in cooperative projects with communities in other countries to further 

sustainable practices.  

A number of world cities may be described as óecocitiesô because they reduce their reliance 

on surrounding land for necessities such as food, water and energy, while minimizing the waste 

and pollution they put out. These developing cities include Masdar, in Abu Dhabi, designed to be 

zero-carbon and zero-waste despite its location in the oil-rich Middle East, and three cities in 

China: Tianjin, the MenTouGou district of Beijing, and Dongtan, one of the largest, expected to 

be home to half a million people. Sseesamirembe is a 200-square-mile ecocity straddling the 

border between Uganda and Tanzania. Britain plans to build 10 ecocities between now and 2020.  

Smaller intentional  communities committed to living sustainably include Auroville in India, 

Findhorn in Scotland, Ecoversidade in Brazil, EcoYoff in Senegal, Thieolego in South Africa, 

Lammas in Wales, and Huehuecoyotl in Mexico. About 160 people live in the Ecovillage at 

Ithaca, New York, and about 3,000 in Mbam, an ecovillage in Senegal where residents restore 

and manage the mangrove forest ecosystem. Another notable ecovillage is Crystal Waters 

Permaculture Village in Australia, which has already improved the land through permacultural 

principles and in 1996 received the UN World Habitat Award. Ecovillages number about 500 in 

North America and thousands worldwide.  

 

Strategies 

 

      The moment you aim for results, you are in the realm of strategy. 

~Robert Greene, The 33 Strategies of War, 2006 
 

       If there is any advantage whatsoever to the long and bloody history of humanityôs wars, it is 

that these conflicts develop the focus and skills that might apply to reaching other sorts of 

objectives. Robert Greene insists that ñThe strategic ideal in warðbeing supremely rational and 

emotionally balanced, striving to win with minimum bloodshed and loss of resourcesðhas 

infinite application and relevance to our daily battles.ò Greene counts Gandhi as a strategic 

warrior and says that Gandhi himself called nonviolence a new way of waging war.  

      The contrast between Western and East Asian approaches to warfare is relevant to other 

objectives. Greene says that attrition warfare is a deeply engrained idea in Western thinking ever 

since ancient Greece. In attrition cultures ñthoughts naturally gravitate toward how to overpower 

problems, obstacles, those who resist us.ò People are drawn to the drama inherent in any 

confrontation. Greene says people in such cultures tell stories that lead to ñbattle-like momentsò 

and include a moral message. Writing about economics, David Graeber notes the ñunusually 

militaristic conception of market behavior characteristic of the Christian West.ò U.S. politics 
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have lately become more like a war, which increases our tendency to frame social and political 

issues in terms of either/or, black and white. 

      In contrast, East Asians have preferred maneuver war. This is a way to make confrontations 

less costly in lives and resources. Greene lists the four main principles of maneuver war: craft a 

plan with branches; give yourself room to maneuver; give your enemies dilemmas, not 

problemsðmake their every option bad; and create maximum disorder. The practitioners of 

maneuver war regard wars of attrition as lazy and primitive. Their great philosopher of strategy 

was Sun-tzu, who wrote Art of War in the fourth century B.C. Sun-tzu said: ñTo win a hundred 

victories in a hundred battles is not the highest excellence; the highest excellence is to subdue the 

enemyôs army without fighting at all.ò Maneuver war recalls martial arts such as judo or aikido 

in which one uses the enemyôs greater strength to his disadvantage.  

      The two ways are represented by the poet Homerôs contrasting warriors, the powerful but 

stolid Ajax and ñwily Odysseusò who used craft and stratagem. The way of Odysseus did not 

replicate as well in the West. A series of novels based on historical research (Timeôs Tapestry) 

shows scenes of attrition warfare from the Romans through the Vikings: two lines of men face 

each other with swords and shields, hacking away until one side flees from the bloody mess and 

those still standing claim the glory. The siege also belongs to attrition war mentality. Extreme 

demonization of oneôs enemy is part of this mind-set.  

       Letôs not become too attached to the metaphors of warfare and enemies since our óenemyô 

may be ignorance or apathy, CO2 emissions, or war itself. Yet admonitions from famous 

strategists such as Sun-tzu, Napoleon Bonaparte, or Carl von Clausewitz can apply to politics 

and environmental campaigns. Among Greeneôs ñSix Rules for Strategic Warriorsò are these: 

ñLook at things as they are, not as your emotions color them [critical thinking.ò Another rule is 

to ñElevate yourself above the battlefieldò or in other words, to focus on the long-term and the 

big picture. Greene says ñGreat strategists do not act according to preconceived ideas; they 

respond to the moment, like children.ò That is, they óparticipate consciousnessô and they think 

more creatively. They are not always fighting the last war. 

       So-called wicked problems are complex problems in design, public planning, and social 

policy that are difficult to solve because theyôre unique, have no right or wrong answer, are 

connected to and symptoms of other problems, and must be solved without any chance to use 

trial-and-error. Any solution depends on how the problem is framed. The typical strategy that 

defines and analyzes a problem step-by-step doesnôt suit wicked problems. Jeff Conklin says the 

problem may not even be understood until the solution is formulated. One way to work on 

wicked problems is to involve all stakeholders in a collaborative process. This can be time-

consuming but gives better results than narrower or more top-down approaches. 

      A commonly expressed strategy of sorts is to do nothing, to cultivate oneôs own garden, to 

wait for things to get worse before they get better because things have to get very bad before  

people join together to change them. This undirected óstrategyô is expressed in the quip ñDonôt 

vote, it only encourages them.ò While this may be the only option in some cases, it is not the 

strategy I would choose first, and can in fact lead to changes for the worse. 

      David Korten, American economist and activist, says that making deep changes requires a 

three-part strategy: ñOne is change the cultural story. Two is create a new reality. And three is 

change the rules.ò He himself works on all three at once. 

        

The Transition Movement: A grassroots strategy that recently developed and is spreading 

rapidly is the Transition Town (or village, city, city district, or island.)The idea is to empower 
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people to deal with the combined effects of climate change, the decline of oil, and now, the 

global financial meltdown and global food crisis. The project encourages sustainable living, ñre-

skillingò in lost arts, and neighborhood self-reliance, with initiatives such as community gardens, 

local currencies, bread-baking or bicycle-repair workshops, or signing up 50 people to buy solar 

hot-water heaters in order to purchase them at a discount. Each community develops its own 

initiatives, which UK Transition leader Jennifer Gray says are ña tool kit, a template for how to 

respond, practical projects people can get their teeth into.ò 

The movement was founded in Kinsale, Ireland and spread to England by permaculture 

designer Rob Hopkins in 2006. It has become a cultural phenomenon in the UK, where even a 

long-running soap opera has a story line based on Transitioning. By September 2008 there were 

one hundred official Transition Towns (or districts or cities) in Ireland, the UK, Australia, New 

Zealand, Japan, the United States, Italy, and Chile; by May 2009 there were 160 initiatives and 

several more countries. One reason for this viral spread is that the movement is positive and 

empowering. Founder Rob Hopkins likes to say ñItôs more like a party than a protest march.ò  

      The Transition movement is taking a little longer to catch on in the United States. One hurdle 

is the car-based culture; another is the sheer size of this country. Boulder County became the first 

Transition Initiative in North America in May 2008, joined since by hundreds more. So far the 

movement is mostly under the radar for U.S. media, yet the Transitions United States website 

says that in April 2009 about 700 communities were in various stages of becoming Transition 

Initiatives. Virtually every state has its own Transitions site and the movement makes good use 

of social networking technologies.  

       A creative convergence of the Transition movement, Open Source, and A-T (Appropriate 

Technology) is the Open Source Ecology project that is developing and open-sourcing the 

blueprints for a ñcivilization starter kit.ò These are the basic, do-it-yourself tools and machines 

for a sustainable, simple, but comfortable civilization. Founded in 2003 by a young Polish 

American physicist, Marcin Jakubowski, the project is a network of farmers, engineers, and other 

supporters. The machines are modular, low-cost, do-it-yourself, and easily serviced by the user. 

Closed Loop Manufacturing means that metal can be recycled, allowing cradle-to-cradle 

manufacturing. The 50 basic industrial machines or technologies that compose the Global 

Village Construction Set include, for instance: Sawmill, Well-Drilling Rig, Wind Turbine, Drill 

Press, Bakery Oven, 3D Printer, Baler, Metal Roller, and Solar Concentrator.  

       In another effort related to Transitions, a Google group is working on a ñCommoning 

Gameéto create and empower a global constituency to practice commons-ownership and 

governance of a new currency that can out-compete any corporate model, and fund the 

development and implementation of further capabilities, including a more resilient Commons.ò 

 

Games and Planet Craft 

 

       We need to imagine planetary-scale solutions and disperse them as far and wide as possible. 

~Jane McGonigal, Reality Is Broken, 2011 

 

       With our burgeoning numbers, our big brains, and our powerful technologies, humans have 

assumed Olympian powers. As Stewart Brand said, ñWe are as gods and have to get good at it.ò 

In other words, since we are already steering evolution, we now must learn how to do it better. 

Jane McGonigal, a game developer, says that computer games have the potential to teach us 

planet craft: the art and skill of thinking large-scale and long-term, taking responsibility for the 
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Earth and human survival over centuries to come. Weôve already suggested that in order to meet 

existential challenges, we need to develop strategies. Many ancient games involve strategy and 

thus help to develop strategic thinking. Chess, Go, bridge, checkers, poker, and many other board 

or card games depend to some degree on decision-making rather than luck, usually employing a 

turn-based strategy (TBS). So do video/computer games.  

       Computer gaming and simulations have developed in many directions over the last few 

decades. The childôs ancient ñletôs pretendò led to role-playing games (RPG) such as Dungeons 

and Dragons. In these games participants assume the roles of fictional characters and collaborate 

in creating a story. Multiplayer online games (MOG) can be played with players in other 

countries using a game server over the Internet. Massively multiplayer online games (MMOG) 

such as World of Warcraft support hundreds or thousands of players simultaneously. They 

usually feature a persistent world, a permanent virtual world.  

Many serious interactive simulations exist such as pilot or auto driving. There are óserious 

gamesô with educational purposes and others that are instrumental, used as marketing devices, or 

war games played by military leader. Futurist magazine notes a ñgamificationò trend in which 

businesses and government entities use games to increase feedback from customers, engage 

employees, and generate more ideas.. The gamification trend suggests that as a society, we are 

trying to increase our strategic thinking skills. The vast majority of computer/ video games have 

so far reflected human urges to compete and to gain power. But strategic and role-playing games 

and ñwhat ifò scenarios can also be put into the service of peace and sustainability.  

For strategizing global and multi-generational problems, McGonigal looks first to a genre of 

games known as ógod gamesô such as Will Wrightôs ñThe Simsò and ñSpore,ò Sid Meierôs 

ñCivilization,òseries, and Peter Molyneuxôs ñBlack and White.ò These are ñworld- and 

population-management simulations that give a single player the ability to shape the course of 

events on earth in dramatic ways, over lifetimes or longer.ò McGonigal says: ñWhat all of these 

god games have in common is that they encourage players to practice the three skills that are 

critical for real planet craft: taking a long view, ecosystems thinking, and pilot experimentation.ò 

Taking things a step further, McGonigal has helped start a new genre of online games she 

calls massively multiplayer foresight games or forecasting games for short. This genre began 

with a project called ñWorld Without Oil: Play It Before You Live It,ò first conceived by game 

developer Ken Eklund and funded by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting. Playing WWO in 

May 2007, two thousand gamers dealt with a peak-oil scenario in which individuals and 

businesses faced shortages of petroleum. Eklund said in his proposal: 

 
No one today has a clear picture of oil availability or what will happen when demand inevitably 

outstrips supply. That will largely depend on how well ordinary people respond to the crisis. Until 
now, no one has ever thought to ask them what they might do. WWO will evoke the wisdom of 

crowds in advance, as players work together toéfigure out the best ways to prepare, cooperate, and 

collectively create solutions if and when a real peak-oil shortage happens. 
 

WWO was the first of several such forecasting games that connect people to real-world 

problems. In 2008 another multiplayer game designed by McGonigalðSuperstruct ïposited five 

superthreats such as a new pandemic and increasing attacks on the worldôs cyber infrastructure, 

all coming together in 2019. Eight thousand people played Superstruct, working together to try to 

find ways to prevent this convergence of disastrous trends. Their contributions formed the basis 

of a ten-year forecast by The Institute for the Future. More forecasting games are in the works. 
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Another incubator of problem-solving, serious games is Games for Change, with the first 

European Festival held in Valenciennes, France in 2011. 

 

The Youtopia Game 

  

       Paradise is exactly like where you are right nowéonly much, much better. 

~Laurie Halse Anderson, fiction writer 

 

      How could we raise our human being consciousness? What would encourage the bonding of 

so many millions of people to cooperate and use their creativity to meet the challenges and 

dangers we face together? How could seven billion people make their wishes known about their 

ideal futureðan informal yet global referendum? Consider a fictional suggestion which is at 

least technically possible: a worldwide survival/thrival game.  

      About twenty years ago I wrote an alternate history novel, The Youtopia Game. The plot 

included a serious game that informed virtually everyone about planetary conditions and survival 

issues. Participating in this youtopia game was very popular. No one and no country wanted to 

be left out. The ógameô then surveyed millions of people to discover their preferred visions of the 

future. Remember that TYG was written way back in 1991 with the home computer revolution 

just begun, before the Internet took hold, long before Facebook and Twitter, and when most of 

the god games and massively multiplayer games were still gleams in the game designerôs eye.  

The novelôs game presented simplified, often animated images about a number of situations 

affecting the species as a whole such as population increase, disappearance of forests over the 

centuries, melting glaciers, and the worsening condition of the worldôs oceans. Such information 

was graphically presented by computer, television, video, and films, in a number of languages. 

This may not fit everybodyôs definition of a game, since there was no interaction between 

players. However it was only a few steps away from todayôs serious games. 

      One model for this could be the BBC program "Two Seconds to Midnight" that appeared in 

1993 and told the story of planet Earth from 4.6 billion years ago to fifty years in the future. If 

this broadcast took one entire day, humans would appear only in the two seconds before 

midnight (thus the title). For the youtopia games, one film could show the animated story of 

humans from the first hominids 4 million years ago, while another could view human history of 

the last five or six thousand years, including major civilizations on all the continents. In TYG, 

transmitted information was vetted for objectivity and scientific accuracy by international groups 

of scientists and other scholars. The game included a display of the worldôs main ethical 

statements, such as the several dozen versions of the Golden Rule.   

       The second part of the game involved a worldwide, in-depth survey by trained volunteers of 

a significant sample of the worldôs people, ideally including all but a few isolated or self-isolated 

indigenous peoples who would not or could not partake in it. The survey, overseen by the UN, 

included children who seemed old enough to answer the questions thoughtfully. Some of those 

surveyed were also videotaped, their images fed back to the world of people watching. The aim 

was to build species-consciousness and clarify our planetary familyôs needs, desires, and visions. 

Since 1991 many types of computer games have become wildly popular, some of them 

managing artificial species or civilizations, and others trying to meet the worldôs actual, urgent 

problems. As as yet they lack utopian qualities in their world-building and none have attempted 

to evoke a worldwide referendum, virtual or otherwise. But developing potentials are making the 

youtopia games an actuality.  
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Chapter 12 

Sustainability  

The frog does not drink up the pond in which it lives. 

~Chinese Proverb 
 

       In 1987 the UNôs Bruntland Commission produced a report called ñOur Common Futureò 

which described sustainable development and defined sustainability as ñdevelopment that meets 

the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs.ò Other definitions of sustainability all have to do with living within the limits of the Earth 

and understanding the interconnections between nature, society, and economy. Although the 

term has turned into a buzz-word, that doesnôt diminish its vital importance. A symbol for 

sustainability could be the sign that says ñThink Ahead.ò  

       Sustainability is supported by 7
th
 generation thinking. According to the 2005 Environmental 

Sustainability Index (ESI), Finland, Norway, Uruguay, Sweden, and Iceland were rated as the 

five most ñsustainableò countries. At the time, the United States ranked 45
th
 but Americans have 

become more active in this area during the last several years. 

      You canôt really separate the various aspects of sustainability such as agriculture, population, 

forests, oceans, fresh water and wetlands, energy resources, mineral resources, and architecture, 

which are all interlinked. This chapter focuses on sustainability in terms of agriculture and the 

óRe Family.ô Other chapters discuss individual lifestyles, sustainable cities, the population factor, 

and over-consumption. 
 

Sustainable Agriculture 

 

Humankindðdespite its artistic pretensions, its sophistication, and its many 

accomplishmentsðowes its existence to a six-inch layer of topsoil and the fact that it rains. 

~Source unknown 

 

My motherôs people lived in a small Wisconsin town called Black Earth. The dark loam 

went down about a foot, and everything grew tall and lush. Later on, trying to raise a garden in 

the rocky soil of the Ozarks, I fully realized how blessed humans are to have good soilðand how 

important it is to keep what we have. Unfortunately, on the world scale, as much as 20% of 

cropland and 70% of rangeland has been degraded so it is no longer productive. 

Ecologist David Pimentel reports that soil from the worldôs croplands is being eroded by 

wind and water ten to forty times faster than it is being replenished. The main causes are 

overgrazing, overplowing, and overcutting of trees. Lester R. Brown of the Earth Policy Institute 

describes giant dust storms in eastern China and South Korea. Koreans have learned to dread 

ñthe fifth seasonò of the dust storms from China, which can close schools and airports, and send 

people to the doctor because of problems breathing. Dust storms are increasing in Africa and the 

Near East, in countries such as Nigeria, Afghanistan, Iraq, and Iran.  

Add drought to dust storms and you get dust bowls. Brown says giant dust bowls are only 

about a century old. The 1930s Dust Bowl across American and Canadian prairielands came 

mainly from plowing huge areas of grassland to plant wheat, and then failing for decades to 

rotate crops, use cover crops, or periodically leave fields fallow, all traditional techniques to 

prevent wind erosion. A similar Dust Bowl resulted in the Soviet Union in the late 1950s after 
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the Soviets plowed up an enormous area of grassland, also to plant wheat. Brown says two more 

giant dust bowls are forming in the Asian heartland and central Africa. 

 Pimentel says ñControlling soil erosion is really quite simple. The soil can be protected with 

cover crops when the land is not being used to grow crops.ò Shelter belts of trees, woodlots, and 

windbreaks protect the land on a larger scale. To halt desertification, Algeria is planting much of 

its cropland in perennial plants such as fruit orchards, olive orchards, and vineyards. The African 

Union has begun the Green Wall Sahara Initiative to plant a band of trees 4,300-miles long and 

nine miles wide stretching across Africa. 

 Brown proposes a world-wide initiative to convert 10% of all cropland, the portion that is 

highly erodible, to grass or trees. In the United States, the Conservation Reserve Program pays 

farmers to put this most vulnerable land into permanent vegetative cover and costs about $2 

billion yearly. Brown says extending this model to other countries would cost the world $16 

billion annually. A second initiative providing incentives for adopting conservation practices on 

cropland would bring the world budget to $24 billionða small fraction of the budget for 

weapons and certainly money well-spent to protect the worldôs topsoil.  

Since ancient times, overgrazing sheep or goats has led to the destruction of land, for 

instance, around the Mediterranean. To protect world rangelands, Brown says flocks and herds 

need to be smaller, allowing plants to regrow. It is important to offer alternatives for people in 

poor countries so they do not overgraze their animals, clear forests to grow crops, or remove crop 

residues for cooking fuel that would be better used to maintain soil fertility in the form of 

compost or mulch. This includes innovating and distributing more efficient clay stoves or solar 

cookers, support for local family planning, and introducing new crops for both human food and 

animal forage. Instead of clearing forests, people can use them as sources of food and other 

products for human use.  

       Another general guideline to sustainable agriculture is to cut back, way back, on animal 

agriculture. Health expert Kathy Freston lists some of the environmental effects of raising farm 

animals, noting that one calorie of animal protein requires more than 11 times as much fossil fuel 

to produce as does one calorie of plant protein. She mentions the vast quantities of animal 

excrement produced by farm animals, 16.6 billion tons per year, a major cause of air and water 

pollution, ódeadô zones in coastal waters, and human health problems. A Worldwatch publication 

says that because half the grain and hay fed to American beef cattle is grown on irrigated land, it 

takes more than 3,000 liters of water to produce a kilogram of beef. Most of these problems are 

due to the scale of industrial agriculture or Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations (CAFOs) 

that raise thousands of animals in a single operation, under unnatural conditions, feeding them 

grain. In the USA, fields of corn, used mostly for animal feed, consume about 40% of the 

countryôs nitrogen fertilizer and more herbicides and insecticides than any other crop.  

       Grazers can also ruin U.S. land if ranchers overstock or do not use good grazing practices. 

Alan B. Durning and Holly B. Brough of Worldwatch say that 50% of U.S. rangeland is already 

severely degraded, its carrying capacity reduced by at least half. We discuss more implications of 

animal agriculture, especially cattle, in the chapter about global warming.  

The term sustainable agriculture refers to farming practices that use fewer or no chemical 

inputs (which are largely petroleum-based) and depend instead on biological systems. These 

farming practices are alternatives to modern industrial agribusiness, but in one sense they are not 

óalternative,ô since farming without chemicals was the norm for several thousand years. These 

practices are more sustainable in at least two ways: first, they do not depend on petroleum which 
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is declining in supply and rising in price; second, and most important, they keep the land healthy 

and productive instead of, in effect, strip-mining it.  

Most people are familiar with organic food but at least six distinct farming systems used in 

the United States emphasize biological systems rather than chemical inputs for supplying soil 

fertility and pest control. Organic farming avoids the use of synthetic chemicals as fertilizers, 

pesticides, growth regulators, and additives to livestock feed. Instead it relies on crop rotations, 

green manures, animal manures, legumes, biological pest control, and other non-chemical 

methods. Biodynamic farming (which evolved in Europe) is similar to organic farming but 

emphasizes the integration of animals into the system to create a nutrient cycle and also includes 

an awareness of spiritual forces in nature. The farm is managed as a living organism and receives 

the label óCertified Biodynamic.ô Nature Farming (from Japan) resembles organic farming but 

strongly emphasizes healthy soil through composts rather than organic fertilizers.  

Other methods may be termed ólow-input.ô Eco-agriculture or óBiologicalô farming is based 

on a specific soil test and uses selected chemical fertilizers and limited amounts of herbicides 

and insecticides. A large commercial fruit and vegetable farm in California reduced their annual 

pesticide bill from $500,000 to $50,000 yearly after adopting this method of farming. 

Regenerative agriculture, promoted by the Rodale Institute, uses both low-input and organic 

farming systems with the aim of building on nature's own abilities to enhance soil fertility and 

cope with pests. Many USDA Extension Services now provide support for low-input practices 

such as integrated pest management (IPM), living mulches, and cover crops.   

Permaculture or permanent agriculture is not only a system of agriculture, it is a "design 

toolkit for human habitation based on an observation of how ecosystems themselves interact" 

according to its founders, Australians Bill Mollison and David Holmgren. They developed 

permaculture in the 1970s to include the design of human habitats, forest gardens, attention to 

the natural flows of water (Keyline design), ecological food production systems that involve 

interrelationships between humans, animals and plants, economic considerations, and more. For 

permaculturists, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. Well-known environmentalist Dr. 

David Suzuki has said, ñWhat permaculturists are doing is the most important activity that any 

group is doing on the planet.ò Permaculture could be considered a new paradigm. 

Sustainable agroforestry or Permaforestry integrates trees with agriculture, people, and 

animals in one ecosystem design. Forest farming was actually practiced for thousands of years 

by aboriginal peoples before colonizers reduced forests and introduced modern agricultural 

methods of intensive farming, monocultures, and machinery. Agroforestry supports a wide 

diversity of birds, insects, and other animals. Some products that can be produced from living 

forests or by sustainable harvesting are nuts, maple and other syrups, wild mushrooms, wild 

berries and fruit, honey, herbs and other health products, fiddlehead ferns, decorative greenery, 

arts and crafts supplies (grapevines, cones), rubber, oils, and resins.  

All these sustainable agriculture systems represent a world view in sharp contrast to the 

predominant model of industrial agriculture. The differences have been summed up as a series of 

paradigms: decentralization vs. centralization; independence vs. dependence; community vs. 

competition; harmony with nature vs. dominance of nature; diversity vs. specialization; and 

restraint vs. exploitation.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
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The Re Family 

 

 If it canôt be reduced, reused, repaired, rebuilt, refurbished, refinished, resold, recycled or 

composted, then it should be restricted, redesigned or removed from production. 

~Berkeley Ecology Center 
 

 Everything should have a second use. Or else donôt make it in the first place. Jared Diamond 

says that a more efficient form of consumption by the one billion people in the developed 

worldðwho consume and produce waste at a rate 32 times greater than the worldôs poorestð

would give us a much better chance to avoid planetary collapse. The Grassroots Recycling 

Network (GRRN), an international group advocating Zero Waste, estimates that with present 

technologies we could reduce 90% of what goes into landfills. But GRNN says U.S. markets are 

skewed by subsidies and incentives that favor extraction and wasteful practices. We need to end 

those perverse incentives. Andi McDaniel of the Zero Waste movement says its ultimate goal is 

to eliminate the concept of waste entirely.  

Japan is a model of recycling, sending only 16% of solid waste to landfills. Special facilities 

recycle home appliances such as washing machines, television sets, and refrigerators. 

Netherlands, Germany, and Sweden have almost eliminated landfills by combining 
recycling with a new generation of pyrolysis plants that claim to be low-emission unlike the 
garbage incinerators that were heavily promoted in the USA a few decades ago (none have 
been built since 1997 because of public opposition). However, the Global Anti-Incinerator 
Alliance (GAIA) disputes this and also notes that European countries with high rates of 
waste incineration typically recycle less. 

      The United States has steadily improved recycling rates, reaching about 34% in 2010, 
and is a leader in Zero Waste policies such as curbside recycling.  GAIA commends the 
states of Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Delaware, California, Wisconsin, and Washington, 
along with the cities of Oakland, Los Angeles, Seattle, Austin, and especially San Francisco, 
which has achieved a 78% recycling rate of all municipal and commercial waste, creating 
over 1,000 jobs in the process. San Franciscan Sven Eberlein says his city is on track to 
ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÚÅÒÏ-waste city by 2020ɂÁÎÄ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÈÏ× ÔÈÅÙȭve done it so 
far, including mandatory composting, big financial incentives to those who voluntarily 
reduce their trash volumes, and an Artists-In-Residence program that creates junk art. 

  Not so oddly, the practices that help achieve Zero Waste quite often begin with the prefix re 

such as those listed above. (You could also add repurpose, restore, remanufacture, and remake). 

To make up for the energy used to produce something recyclable, the product should find the 

highest possible use the second time around, so one of these re words may be more advantageous 

than another in terms of saving energy and material. For example, Brenda Platt of the Institute 

for Local Self-Reliance notes that refilling glass bottles (reuse) as dairies used to do with milk 

bottles, is a higher use than making óglassphalt,ô an asphalt alternative used for several decades.  

The ówaste hierarchyô classifies waste management by the desirability of each strategy. At 

the top of the pyramid is preventing waste altogether (such as not buying it in the first place). 

The next best option is to reduce waste to the smallest possible amount (source reduction). To 

achieve either may require re-thinking the entire process of industrial production. William 

McDonough (an architect) and Michael Braungart (a chemist) call for a new industrial revolution 

in Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the Way We Make Things. This manifesto says we should imitate 
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nature in all that we make, with materials circulated indefinitely. Its first principle is ñWaste is 

food.ò The authors are design consultants for a number of companies and the city of Chicago.  

The next most desirable option is for the consumer to reuse or repurpose the manufactured 

object. For instance, glass jars may be reused for their original purpose as containers, or they 

may be repurposed as vases, drinking glasses, or terrariums. Some arts or crafts are based, or can 

be based, on repurposing, such as mosaics and quilting. Businesses built on reuse include thrift 

and resale shops, secondhand furniture stores, flea markets, and used car lots. The online group 

Swap.com trades books, CDs, movies, and videogames among its over one million members. 

As the economic collapse continued in late 2008, owners and operators of local repair 

shopsðhousehold appliance services, auto mechanicsð reported between five percent and 30% 

more business than the previous year. The Freecycle Network is a non-profit organization with a 

worldwide network of groups that give away free items for reuse or recycling. The object is to 

keep things out of the landfill and also to promote the idea of gift economics. By 2008 TFN had 

over five million members in 85 countries, and other groups have copied the idea.  

One step above recycling is the strategy of remanufacturing: businesses deliberately design 

items so that their materials or components can be returned to industrial use. For example, 

British design consultant Casper Gray is working on a mobile phone handset that can be 

upgraded or reused. One idea plans for óactive disassemblyô so the product can be taken apart 

easily, saving the insides. In a second option owners upgrade their own phones by replacing 

outdated parts with newer ones. Another researcher, Martin Goosey, is working on a technique to 

reprogram old mobile phones for devices that monitor home energy or water use. Professor 

Goosey notes that ñElectronic waste is Europeôs fastest growing waste stream.ò 

This ótechnotrashô is a growing problem in the United States as well, leading to recycling 

services and businesses such as GreenDisk and others. There is a great need for remanufacture 

and greener recycling options of electronic waste. The PBS investigative team ñFrontlineò on 

June 23, 2009 showed how toxic e-waste is ending up in less-developed countries such as Ghana, 

China, Vietnam, and Malaysia where poor people process it for metals to sell. They work 

without safeguards for their health, either unaware of the danger or so desperate for income that 

they disregard the toxic fumes. Another problem is that criminals are able to find usable 

information off hard-drives from the First World.  

To remanufacture or recycle consumer goods, some manufacturers have instituted product 

take-back. The concept of Extended Product Responsibility (EPR) is well-established in Europe, 

which has very limited landfill space, although it is new to the United States. Eventually this can 

lead to cradle to cradle, 100% recycling where every part of a product can either be re-used in 

new products or else broken down into biodegradable molecules. In other words, Zero Waste. 

Curbside recycling is still an effective way to keep mountains of plastics, glass, paper, and 

cans out of landfills. It also saves energy. Recycling in general has become a massive industry. 

According to E Magazine, in 2007 recycling accounted for about two percent of U.S. GDP, 

earned $236 billion, and employed over a million people. Worldwide there are thousands of 

recycling companies, some of them publicly traded on stock markets. Rona Fried says the real 

action is in industrial recycling, which saves companies the cost of virgin raw materials.  

Again, from the top, the most desirable way to deal with our household waste is A) 

Prevention, with less consumption; B) Source reduction (including cradle to cradle remaking);  

C) Reuse or repurposing;  D) Remanufacture E. Community and industrial recycling. Many 

people, unaware of the several possible strategies, call them all órecycling.ô Composting is in a 

class of its own. McDaniel says that more than 60% of municipal waste could be composted, 
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providing free fertilizer for the family garden or front yard. (Perhaps for apartment dwellers the 

city or landlords could provide communal compost bins in the parking area, the compost to be 

used on landscape plantings.) 

 

Radical Transparency 

 

      We want products that are the easiest to recycle, that are the least toxic, and the most cradle-

to-cradle in terms of raw materials. 

~Captain Charles Moore, interview by Nell Greenberg 
 

  Captain Charles Moore was the first to discover the Pacific garbage patch, a huge area in the 

Northern Pacific where tiny bits of plastic particles weighing together as much as 100 million 

tons have been trapped by the currents. Captain Moore is a surfer and scientific researcher as 

well as a sea captain. He says the patch is growing rapidly and by 2008 its composition was 46 

plastic to one part plankton. The plastic carries with it petroleum and industrial chemicals. Sea 

creatures eat the plastic and then humans eat the fish that feed on smaller creatures, with 

unknown health effects. About 270 species are at risk. ñWe know that [plastic] is invading the 

entire circulatory system of animal life that is exposed to it,ò says Moore.  

Captain Moore says the very visibility of the Pacific garbage patch makes us aware that there 

must be changes in production throughout the world. Moore says      

 
The public is not given the information it needs to make good consumer choices. It doesnôt know that 
the plastic carries contaminants that are increasing their body-burden of industrial chemicals; it 

doesnôt know that there is no recycling for these products; it doesnôt know that many of these 

products will not even make it to a landfillðthat they will end up in the ocean. At a certain point, the 
problem gets so big you [have to] rethink the whole system.   

 

 There may soon be a tool to enable this rethinking. Daniel Goleman points out in Ecological 

Intelligence that every product involves hundreds or thousands of processes. A glass jar, for 

example, has 1,959 links in its supply chain and 659 ingredients. During the various processes, 

about 100 substances are released into water, 50 or so into soil, and 220 into the air. Because of 

this complexity, consumers could never know the true environmental and health impacts of 

things they buy or use. As a result, ñWhat we now think of as ógreenô is a bare beginning.ò  

But a new field of study developed in the last decade is able to measure quite exactly the 

effect on nature of manmade things. Industrial Ecology combines chemistry, physics, 

engineering and ecology. Using the method of Life Cycle Assessment, industrial ecologists 

systematically analyze manufactured items, their components, and all the industrial processes 

that produced them. Goleman says LCA can then ñmeasure with near-surgical precision their 

impacts on nature from the beginning of their production through their final disposal.ò  

Goleman sees industrial ecologists, along with others in fields like environmental health, as 

leading us into a new awarenessðradical transparency. When this information becomes fully 

available to the public it will  transform the marketing environment. Consumers will at last have 

the information they need to make rational and ethical decisions. Radical transparency will end 

greenwashing and will force manufacturers to produce the greenest possible consumer items. 

LCA can take into account a productôs adverse effects in every sphere, from its emission of 

greenhouse gases, to its effect on the health of humans and other species, to the welfare of the 

workers who make it and dispose of it.  
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Radical transparency can lead to ecological intelligence, a collective understanding of how 

the products we buy impact natural systems. It helps humans to adapt to our ecological niche in 

the same way that indigenous knowledge guided our ancestors and still guides those who donôt 

live with high technology. Forerunner Debra Lynn Dodd gathered such information in Sustaining 

the Earth (1994) which devoted a chapter to Life Cycle Assessment and listed directories of 

greenstores, mail-order catalogs, and organizations working in the field of healthy and 

sustainable products. Radical transparency begins in LEED standards, an organization called 

GoodGuide, and a European group that is developing a ñsustainability Wikipedia.ò  

Supply chain transparency is a growing trend. A New Zealand firm that produces wool 

outerwear has a code on each label which if entered on the companyôs website can tell the buyer 

which farmers grew the wool that went into the garment. Similar code information is available 

from several other companies. There are green search engines and green search directories such 

as Ecocho and Ecosearch. Social networks and digital tools can increase the viral spread of 

information uncovered by industrial ecologists and environmental health experts.  

In the meantime, we must make choices and one no-brainer is to reduce use of conventional 

plastics as much as possible. Goleman says that in the USA alone, 88 billion plastic bags are 

produced in a year. Paper bags use even more energy and pollute more water in their production 

than plastic bags do. óBring your ownô canvas bag is a good option. McDonough and Braungart 

say an even better option would be edible grocery bags. Some companies are developing greener 

plastics made of plants instead of petroleum.  

About one-third of all waste is paper and cardboard. We can reduce paper waste by going 

digital although e-waste is a growing problem and computers use electricity which is often 

powered by coal. But the paper industry is one of the most energy-intensive, it produces a lot of 

pollution, and disposal is a big problem. Todd Larsen, managing director of Green America, 

insists that computer communication is the lesser of two evils, environmentally speaking. 

A lot of paper waste is advertising. Claire Sykes points out that in 2007, bulk mail 

represented 60% of all mail, comprising 100 billion pieces made from more than 100 million 

trees. Some companies are moving to email messages instead, but then we get the problem of 

spam. Isnôt there some way that businesses can get their message across to likely customers 

without this suffocating lava flow of advertising to all and sundry?  

Now we need to clarify several meanings of the term óradical transparency.ô It can describe a 

management approach in which decision making is carried out publicly (with a few exceptions 

for data related to personal privacy and security). The term also describes transparency and 

accountability in the operations of government or corporations. For instance, the C-SPAN 

channel gives U.S. viewers the opportunity to watch Congress in session. Government 

transparency might include the recent decision of Britainôs National Health Service to measure 

and publish the quality of care demonstrated in each department of each British hospital, in order 

to give patients more informed choices. Such transparency is lacking in American hospitals, 

according to Marty Makary, MD, and if it were instituted could drive out unnecessary and 

dangerous medical care. This could save something like 20% of the total cost of medical care, 

not to mention much pain and suffering. 

Another type of transparency was proposed in the Congo Conflict Minerals Act of 2009 

(S891) which would ñrequire annual disclosure to the Securities Exchange Commission of 

activities involving columbite-tantalite, cassiterite, and wolframite from the Democratic 

Republic of Congo.ò The bill aims to advise companies to avoid the use of óconflict mineralsô in 

their electronic products, in order to cut funding to illegal armed groups carrying on war, rape, 
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and murder in the Congo. While the bill died in committee, similar language passed as part of the 

Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform bill in 2010.    

 But here what we mean by radical transparency is the wide dissemination of knowledge 

about life cycle assessment and health effects of consumer products. Otherwise I will refer to 

ógovernment transparency,ô ócorporate transparency,ô or óprivacy issues.ô  

                                                                                                                                           

      Other Obstacles: The biggest obstacle to sustainable practices is the idea that the economy, 

our standard of living, and peopleôs jobs all depend on everything growing bigger all the time. 

We always need more, more, more. According to this mindset, we must ódevelopô everything, 

land and resources, using up the commons as quickly as possibleðlet tomorrow take care of 

itself. The inherent fallacy should be obvious, yet commonly disregarded. A friendôs mother, a 

very successful Chicago realtor, could not see wilderness as anything but ñwasteland.ò 

 On the local scene, sustainable practices may run up against zoning regulations, building 

codes, or the rules of neighborhood housing associations. These may have been formulated 

decades before current environmental concerns and ógreenô building techniques. Local leaders 

may find it more important to maintain the class status of a neighborhood (large houses and lots) 

or their idea of aesthetics (a closely-clipped lawn and no clothesline in the backyard) than to 

build for future generations. Sometimes the problem is just resistance to change.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
133 

   Chapter 13 

The Commons 

 
       The land must not be sold permanently, because the land is mine and you are but aliens 

and my tenants. 

~Leviticus 25:23 
 

  Suppose you were a poverty-stricken child wandering the streets and begging for your 

bread, completely unaware that you are the heir to a rich fortune. That may sound like the plot of 

a Dickens novel, but in a metaphorical sense it applies to those of us who have forgotten that we 

are the heirsðand also the guardiansðof the worldôs commons. It is the air we breathe and the 

sunshine that bathes us, the Ocean and all the worldôs resources. It is the web of life and it is 

accumulated human knowledge. But we have taken all this treasure for granted. As American 

philosopher William James once said, ñIt is hard to focus our attention on the nameless.ò  

Over the years as our commons has been enclosed for corporate gain, most of us have not 

noticed this silent theft because we didnôt have the language for it, says Jonathan Rowe. The only 

language was that of the economic culture. Rowe says ñThe takers are called, collectively, the 

ómarket.ô The process is called, collectively ógrowth.ô What exactly is taken? There has not been 

a word. The assumption is that the marketðthe realm of moneyðexpands into a void.ò  

 Economic globalization as directed by neo-liberalism involves moving into every part of the 

planet from the Arctic to Antarcticaðwith an eye on the asteroids as wellðand putting up for 

sale everything that can possibly be turned into a commodity. The planet, its envelope or 

biosphere, and the heavens as well, all of which once belonged to Humanity as a whole, are now 

divided up into parts and belong to the first entrepreneur who appears on the scene. An 

indigenous group may live in a place and use the landôs bounties, but their ownership is not 

recognized unless it fits into the western framework of legal titles. 

Now various corporate entities hold title even to electromagnetic frequencies and life-forms. 

Even the ófunny papersô have taken note of this increasing commodification: the characters in 

ñMother Goose & Grimmò find that corporations own not only the ñHappy Birthdayò song but 

also the exclamation ñGesundheit!ò  

The market narrative held sway for decades but eventually the takers became too bold and 

aroused effective opposition. Across the world, for instance, municipal water systems are being 

bought up by multinational corporations. The number of people whose water services came from 

private companies grew from 50 million in 1990 to 300 million in 2002ðan increase of 600% . 

In California, residents identified a water crisis in which about nine million mostly low-income 

people depended on water suppliers that were repeatedly cited for violating state drinking water 

standards. In 2009 both houses of the California Legislature passed the Human Right to Water 

Act finally signed by Gov. Brown in October 2011. This law set a precedent for the nation and 

also supports efforts to establish water as a human right at the United Nations. +++ 

 Because modern enclosure was pursued so blatantly under the recent Bush administration, 

the taking of the commons finally has a name. Rowe says ñThe naked greed and the brazen sense 

of entitlement have caused people to take notice. More, they have given shape to that which is 

being taken.ò Once people identify the process of commodification and enclosure, they can 

reclaim the commons. And people do take care of their commons. Biologist Garrett Hardinôs 

famous essay ñThe Tragedy of the Commonsò has long been misappropriated by those who say 

Hardin shows that owners of a commons inevitably destroy it. But it is colonizers and private 
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corporations that undermine local sustainability, not the people who live there for generations 

and have worked out ways to share it and preserve it. 

The 2009 Nobel Prize in economics was awarded to Elinor Ostrom, the first woman to earn 

it, for her work showing that common resources such as forests and fisheries can be managed 

successfully by their users rather than by governments or private companies. Ostrom said: ñWhat 

we have ignored is what citizens can do and the importance of real involvement of the people 

involvedðversus just having somebody in Washingtonémake a rule.ò  

Michael MôGonigle, at the University of Victoria, describes a new way people preserve the 

commons. The community ecosystem trust is a legal instrument in which those with a claim to 

land can ensure that whoever uses and manages the land will do so sustainably. For instance, 

MôGonigle says thousands of ñforest user groupsò in Nepal collectively manage their economic 

activities in a way to sustain the forest as well as their communities. These groups are federating 

in order to gain greater support from the government. MôGonigle and other members of the 

International Network of Forests and Communities are using the Nepalese and similar 

experiments on other continents as models for British Columbia, where a number of groups 

composed of First Nations, fishers, loggers, environmentalists, and others are seeking to 

negotiate with their government to achieve greater autonomy over local ecosystems. +++ 
 

 Gift Economy: To help preserve the commons we might make use of a new paradigm which 

is, in fact, an old paradigm, the Gift Economy. This is a society in which people regularly 

exchange valuable goods and services without an explicit agreement of reciprocity. David 

Bollier makes a distinction between a market economy and a gift economy in that the market 

economy assigns value to things we can measure. But it is harder to put a value on things that are 

intangibles, not traded in the market. In fact, many societies prohibit turning gifts into goods for 

trade. The gift must be consumed or passed on.  

Mark B. Jacobs says any transaction in a gift economy has three traits: there is an element of 

altruism beyond calculations of self-interest; the transaction contains an element of ófree playô 

that changes the way both giver and recipient measure its value; and ideally, at least, the 

transaction is only part of a continuing process of gifting and re-giftings. Jacobs says the gift 

economy expresses an optimistic, generous and trusting outlook. It forces us to re-think how we 

estimate value and ñreminds us of the interconnection of our lives to other human lives, to non-

human lives, and to the non-living world.ò  

Because we are so immersed in the market culture, the gift economy may be easier to 

understand from examples. In many hunter-gatherer societies, food is shared, making sure that 

no one goes hungry because of poor foraging that day. Native Americans in the Pacific 

Northwest practiced the potlatch, a feast where leaders gave away their accumulated goods to 

followers, thereby gaining honor and strengthening group bonds. Theravada Buddhists in 

Southeast Asia have óFeasts of Meritô similar to the potlatches. Before encountering Westerners 

in the 19
th
 century, Pacific Island societies were basically gift economies. The fiveðlater sixð

Native American tribes who had banded together in the Iroquois Confederacy before Europeans 

arrived had an economic system that featured communal land ownership, cooperative hunting 

and fishing, and trade that commonly involved present-giving.  

Rural barn-raisings are a form of gift-giving. Jacobs says that charitable donations of time or 

resources (without expectation of tax or other benefits) are gift economy transactions. So is what 

he calls ócooperativismô where individuals create valuable things and make them freely available 

to others, such as wikis, youtube, and citizen journalism. Freecycle is an example of re-giving 

networks. Bollier notes ñThe organizing principle of scientific research has been gift-giving 
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relationships with other members of the scholarly community.ò Wikipedia and the free software 

community are yet other examples of an information gift economy.  

Friendship and family are like small gift economies, and Frieda Warren points out the origin 

of the gift economy in mothering, the original expression of unilateral giving. 

 

The Earth as Commons  

 

       Who publishes the sheet-music of the winds or the music of water written in river-lines? 

~John Muir, American naturalist and conservationist, 1838-1914 

 

       Planetary life is both our common natural heritage and our common responsibility to protect. 

Only twelve countries hold 70% of the Earthôs species: Australia, Brazil, China, Colombia, 

Democratic Republic of Congo, Ecuador, India, Indonesia, Madagascar, Mexico, and Peru. 

Tropical rainforests are believed to contain 50 to 90% of all species, and researchers Mike 

Shanahan and Eshan Masood note that one-tenth of all world plant species live in the Hindu 

Kush-Himalayan belt. The poorest countries are often richest in biological diversity but they may 

need financial and technical help to preserve natural ecosystems when their people want 

firewood, bushmeat, more farmland, or protection from wild animals. Also various species must 

be defended against criminal poachers. 

      Certain areas of the world with a rich biodiversity that is seriously threatened are called 

óbiodiversity hotspots.ô Researchers Shanahan and Masood say that 25 such hotspots covering 

only 1.4 percent of the Earthôs land area, contain 44% of all plant species and 35% of all land 

vertebrate species. Not only scientists and governments but all of us would do well to learn about 

these places and plan how to protect them. The biggest threats to biodiversity are conversion of 

land to farming, deforestation and other habitat destruction, unsustainable harvesting or hunting, 

and deliberate or accidental introduction of alien species.  

 From another perspective, the Earth belongs to everyone, and every human being is entitled 

to an equal share of its fruits. This is not a new idea. In the 16
th
 century, Spanish scholar Juan 

Luis Vives said concerning the resources of nature: ñAll these things God created, He put them 

in our large home, the world, without surrounding them with walls and gates, so that they would 

be common to all his children.ò In 1796 Thomas Paine wrote: 

                                                                                                                                                          
It is a position not to be controverted, that the earth, in its natural, uncultivated state was, and ever 

would have continued to be, the common property of the human raceé.It is the value of the 
improvement, only, and not the earth itself, that is in individual property. Every proprietor, therefore, 

of cultivated lands, owes to the community a ground-rentéfor the land which he holds.  
 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, acknowledged by the member nations of the 

UN, declares that all humans have the right to life and to an adequate standard of living. Yet 

despite our wealth and technological know-how, almost a fourth of the human race lives in 

extreme poverty. In the past three decades, a number of academics and activists have been 

exploring the idea of a universal basic income for everyone on earth, calling it Global Basic 

Income (GBI) or Universal Basic Income (UBI). Besides eradicating poverty and hunger, such a 

plan would have the effect of ending overexploitation of resources and reducing pollution levels. 

Let us consider this at greater length in the chapter about economics. 
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Chapter 14 
Green Higher Education 

 
The object of the educational system, taken as a whole, is not to produce hands for industry 

or to teach the young how to make a living. It is to produce responsible citizens. 

~Robert Maynard Hutchins, ñThe University of Utopiaò 
 

 For many, the purpose of a college education is all about gaining an advantage in the job 

market. A college degree certifies that one is solidly middle class. For some individuals college 

is about making social contacts useful later on, or even about finding a spouse. For society, 

universities are supposed to increase our national competitiveness in science-and-technology. 

But Maynard Hutchins, Chancellor of the University of Chicago in the late 1940s, was already 

criticizing this approach. It was true then and now that many people gain lifelong personal 

benefits from their years at university other than status and career advantages. And universities 

can benefit society in ways other than to advance technology.  

 In fact technology is far out of balance with the understandings that could help us use 

technology better. These would include history, psychology, anthropology, biology, and 

philosophy. 

      Philosopher Brand Blanshard says the purpose of a college education is ñto produce 

reasonable minds [by which] I mean one which, in the varied situations of life, adapts its beliefs, 

attitudes, and actions to the facts of the case.ò Reasonableness is a very good and necessary first 

step. But faced with a number of crises, we need something even more from this expensive 

investment into the next generation.  

 

Ecological Literacy 

 

      The only book that should be read is the book of nature. 

~Voltaire, French philosopher, 1694-1778 
 

       Fritjof Capra, physicist and futurist, lists two steps to create sustainable communities. First is 

ecoliteracy, learning the basic principles of ecology. Second is ecodesign, applying ecological 

knowledge to redesign our technologies and social institutions. Ecodesign requires a shift in 

focus from looking for what we can extract from nature, to what we can learn from nature. This 

in turn will require redesigning many of our social institutions, and recognition that unlimited 

economic growth can only lead to destruction of the planetôs support system.  

We would expect higher education to prepare people for life on Earth. But, says David Orr, 

professor of environmental studies at Oberlin, four years in college do not necessarily make 

graduates better planetary citizens. Oberlin the university and the town are combining forces to 

to become a model of integrated sustainability, and expect to become carbon neutral by 2025. 

Orr proposes that colleges set a goal of ecological literacy for all students, as they now set 

such goals for basic proficiency in other areas such as English and mathematics. This eco-

literacy would include:  
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The laws of thermodynamics  

           Basic principles of ecology  

                    Carrying capacity 

                                Energetics: a branch of mechanics that deals with energy and its transformations. The 

term also describes the total energy relations and transformations of a particular system, such as an 

ecological community 

                                               Least-cost, end-use analysis 

                                                    How to live well in a place 

                                                                Limits of technology 

                                                                              Appropriate scale 

                                                                                             Sustainable agriculture and forestry 

                                                                                                             Steady-state economics 

                                                                                                                               Environmental ethics     

 

 Several hundred U.S. colleges and universities have environmental science or environmental 

studies programs, many of which offer advanced degrees. These, of course, are specialized fields 

with courses that are not required of all students. Some environmental science programs focus 

more on vocational training for occupations in public sanitation or forestry than on sustainability 

or other broad issues, but the field as a whole is growing and broadening. One prototypical 

program with which I am familiar is Western Washington State University, where one of my 

grandsons graduated from the school of sustainable design.  

These broader environmental studies programs are sparser in the South despite its many 

natural areas of unique beauty and ecological significance such as the Everglades, Ozarks, 

Appalachians, and Gulf Coast. The South also uses more fossil fuels per capita than other parts 

of the country, with more electricity for air conditioning and more driving because it is largely 

rural. However, the Georgia Institute of Technology expects students to take at least one class 

related to sustainability, with 260 courses to choose from, and Appalachian State University has 

the nationôs longest-running program about appropriate technology (since 1984). 

      The North American Alliance for Green Education (NAAGE) is a non-profit consortium 

founded by students, including both colleges and organizations committed to environmental 

studies. One NAAGE program is the óLiving Routesô study abroad program allowing students to 

earn college credit from the University of Massachusetts while they visit ecovillages around the 

world, as ña learning  community within a living community.ò  

 

       Green Campuses: Without waiting for a transformation of academic offerings, students in 

American colleges have become activists around the issue of climate change. Over 5,000 college 

students from across the United States went to a gathering called PowerShift 2007 held at the 

University of Maryland, attending workshops and rallies to prepare them to fight climate change. 

According to Brianna Cayo Cotter of the Energy Action Coalition that organized PowerShift:  

 
Climate change is our generationôs civil rights movement. Weôre at a crucial moment in history. 

Climate change is an issue thatôs already impacting us, from the destruction of the Appalachian 

Mountains to the wildfires in California. We get that the resource wars and super storms are 
connected. And we get that the steps taken today will end up being the future for tomorrow.  

 

     With student involvement, Carleton College in Minnesota financed a wind turbine and is 

planning two more to supply its electricity, while nearby colleges St. Olaf and Gustavus 

Adolphus plan to follow suit. Students across the USA and other countries are leading their 
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institutions to become greener in terms of energy-use, reuse and recycling, and using locally 

grown food in the cafeteria.  

       Another area is green building. In a recent year (2006) college construction cost $15 billion. 

Were those all energy-efficient buildings? When one considers that at any given time about 16 

million students are attending colleges, universities, and junior colleges in the United States, 

their potential for positive change is enormous. 

 

Sustainable Students 

 

      We are the diploma retailers who have allowed students to assume that the machines and the 

ungraduated will supply all their real needs. We have let these students major in Getting Ahead. 

~Jason Peters, ñDestined for Failure,ò Orion, 2008 

 

      One important area that needs more sustainability is the lives of students themselves. An AP-

mtvU poll in April 2009 found the vast majority of college students were currently feeling 

stressed, with a significant number at risk for at least mild depression. Those with a parent who 

had lost a job during the school year showed more than twice the percentage of depression. No 

mention was made in this report of students who worried about their own part-time or full-time 

job, or the years ahead of them paying off loans. (Student loan debt is now more than $1 trillion.) 

      The average combined tuition, board and room at U.S. public colleges is now about $10,000 

and at private colleges about $30,000. As tuition and other college costs keep rising, students are 

increasingly likely to work while in college, and increasingly likely to work full-time. According 

to a study by Jonathan M. Orszag and others, 57% of college students held part-time or full-time 

jobs in 2001 and the number was rising. In 2000, 828,000 full-time college students worked full-

time. That is almost a million students who one fears can barely enjoy the traditional college 

experience or keep up with studies while meeting such high demands on their time and energy. 

Even without financial worries, higher education can be stressful, especially for graduate 

students. Social anxiety, fierce academic competition, and institutional indifference are the norm. 

      Americans may feel that their children need a college degree in order to ensure their working 

future, a goal for which many parents and the students themselves must sacrifice. But if not 

college, is there ever a time in oneôs life to be free to pursue oneôs interests and talents? And 

what if those interests and talents have been subordinated to ógetting aheadô since elementary 

school? There is a limit to how much one can learn in a perpetual pressure cooker. Let us 

reevaluate our whole system of higher education. Poorer countries than the USA manage to 

educate their youth without putting them in hock for most of their working lives. Let there be 

alternatives to the college degree as the only certification of vocational and cultural competence. 

We could start with Human Resources Departments: they could rate job applicants as individuals 

instead of depending on certification from third parties.  +++  

       American colleges and universities also need some changes. Winberg Chai, Professor 

Emeritus at the University of Wyoming suggests several reforms. ñThe proliferation of overpaid 

administratorsò could be addressed by term limits of five years before they return to teaching. 

Prof. Chai also proposes that administrators receive a maximum of 25% higher salaries than 

faculty members, which he says was the case 30 years ago.  And let institutions of higher 

learning get out of sports as big business.  +++       
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Academic Barriers to Eco-Literacy 

 

      Too many of the guests and tenants in academia bear a striking resemblance to that clueless 

freeloader at the end of The Great Gatsby who shows up one night after Gatsbyôs death, 

unaware that the party is over. 

~Jason Peters, Orion 

      

       In general, universities have been slow to concern themselves with our environmental crisis. 

Even higher education is part of our constellation of broken systems. Many universities seem 

more interested in research grants from government and industry then in students, and are more 

involved with semi-professional athletic teams than with serving the species. In the case of U.S. 

state universities, one reason for foot-dragging on the environment may be that they usually have 

several schools and departments more vocational in aim such as business school, school of 

agriculture, nuclear engineering, forestry, and so on. A concern with environmental issues might 

be perceived to interfere with the vocational aspects of some of these programs, or the lucrative 

grants for industry-related research. But even in the liberal arts and sciences, conditions that 

threaten our speciesô survival seem to be very much side-issues.  

      Many academics are what could be called intellectual technicians. While very knowledgeable 

about their particular field of expertise, they may not be any more curious or insightful in general 

areas than are people without a PhD. The same is true of professionals such as doctors and 

lawyers, who can be as ecologically illiterate as any high school graduate. College teacher Jason 

Peters notes that ñPeople with five or seven letters after their names are clinging to the delusion 

that energy and technology are interchangeable [but] many of us with impeccable academic 

credentials will be among the first to starve.ò Peters thinks it should be a college graduation 

requirement to pass an interdisciplinary course about oil. Peters also says that every campus 

needs large, very visible vegetable gardens tended by virtually everyone, and new buildings 

running on energy sources that will still be available 100 years from now.  

      In most academic courses, nature is simply ignored. Two Australian scholars, David McKie 

and Tom Jagtenberg, explore how academic traditions and political considerations contribute to 

this silence about our shared plight. One barrier is the traditional division into academic 

disciplinesðspecializations that go back several thousand years to the Greek academy. These 

divisions tend to exclude and marginalize environmental interests.  Nature is divided up among 

many disciplines such as biology, history, geography, philosophy, literature, anthropology, and 

others. Instead, ecological concerns need to become interdisciplinary.  

     They warn that any hopes of greening the university must take into account the conservatism 

of institutional processes and the time it takes to create new ways of thinking. Another obstacle 

is politics and turf battles within and between university departments, along with competition for 

funding. These processes ñremain hierarchical, male dominated, and respectful of traditionðjust 

like the processes of the major political parties and government bureaucracies.ò As anyone with 

experience of academic politics can testify, the university is hardly an óivory tower.ô 

      The Australian professors discuss several areas of the university that especially need 

reformulation in order to turn green. The first is neoclassical economics, whose 19
th
 century 

paradigms ignore sustainability. Neoclassical economic theory assumes that the economy is a 

separate realm of society that can be understood in isolation. Classical economists put land and 

environment into the category of externalities, something outside of the economic system. This 

arbitrary exclusion then leads to what the authors call ñobsessive and sometimes clearly 
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unreasonable calculations whereby car crashes add value to GDP, whereas the depletion of finite 

resources does not count at all.ò The narrow rationality of neoclassical economics leaves out  

unpaid (mostly women's) work in caring for children, the ill , and elderly relatives and other 

essential work at home, and other parts of the informal economy. However, the new field of 

green economics includes what was previously left out. 

     Two other basic assumptions of neoclassical economics are that individuals always act 

rationally in the economy, and that economics can be as objective and predictive as physics. Yet  

if individuals always acted rationally in the economy there would be no place for the multi-

billion dollar field of advertising to persuade them through their instincts and emotions, or for 

marketing research into whether customers prefer blue detergent to purple detergent. And if 

economics were like physics there wouldnôt be periodic stock market crashes or 'corrections.' 

The notion that economics rivals physical science spread in the U.S. media from the 1980s until 

the 2008 financial collapse, becoming ñthe controlling imagery,ò as if it constituted the natural 

order. The Australian professors quote Fred Block that in America ñpublic debate has come to 

hinge, not on what kind of society we are or want to be, but on what the needs of the economy 

are.ò They add that economic systems which deny their dependency on ecosystems will face 

great difficulties in adjusting to rapid climate change. 

       In an interview soon after the 2008 economic collapse, Deborah Solomon asked well-known   

economist James K. Galbraith how many of the nationôs 15,000 or so professional economists 

had seen the collapse coming. Galbraith said only 10 or 12 had such foresight. He added that 

most economists teach college ñand most of them teach a theoretical framework that has been 

shown to be fundamentally useless.ò 

      Neoclassical economics has been under attack from several directions and is starting to 

change. For 200 years, economists preferred theory to experimentation. That started to change in 

the 1970s with the field of behavioral economics, which adopted empirical methods like those 

used in other social sciences, including experiments based on game theory. Future-thinking 

economists are now formulating a 'Post-Economics' that positions the economy not as a separate, 

self-regulating realm but as an interactive part of environmental and social systems. Instead of 

taking its models from classical physics, the new economics takes diverse models from biology, 

climatology, and advanced mathematics. Rather than assume a Rational Economic Man who acts 

in a linear world that tends toward equilibrium through market forces, Post-Economics posits a 

nonlinear world where uncertainty and changing patterns are the norm.  

      The study of economics as taught in U.S. schools and elsewhere is really indoctrination in 

one theoretical system. In 2000, a number of French economics students rebelled against their 

courses, declaring that the neoclassical dogma they were taught was ñautisticò or, narrowly 

focused and disconnected from the outside world. Hundreds of students signed a petition 

demanding teaching reforms, away from complex mathematical models that have no relevance to 

reality, and toward multiple theoretical approaches. This Post-Autistic Economics movement 

(PAE) gained support from some leading French economists, spreading to Cambridge and 

Oxford University in the UK, then Harvard in the United States, to Madrid, and elsewhere. 

      Steve Keen, professor of economics at Western Sydney University, Australia, led such a 

student protest a generation earlier (1973) and says it is crucial that the 2009 crisis ñgalvanizes 

student protest against the lack of debate within academic economics.ò Keen says that business 

groups need to recognize that their true friends in the academic world are those who actually  

understand the market system, based on realities. Robert Costanza, a pioneer of ecological 

economics and director of the Gund Institute for Ecological Economics, agrees, saying ñthe 
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discipline persists because itôs a huge investment trap [similar to the sunk costs fallacy].ò 

Another economics professor, Geoffrey M. Hodgson, proposes an organized world protest of 

academic, student, and business economists who are calling for change.  

Keen says the field of economics needs to learn from the great advances made in science 

over the last 40 years, concepts which it has ignored to its detriment. Most of all, the textbooks 

need to change. Keen predicts that without strong pressure from students and community, 

economics textbooks will continue to teach the old models. 

      The magazine Adbusters offers a diagnostic tool for rating an economics text, with questions 

such as ñDoes it focus on perfectly competitive markets? Make no distinction between needs 

versus wants? Suggest markets are democratic, because each person votes with their money in 

the marketplace?ò A óToxics Textbookô group is currently growing on Facebook. 

      There are actually many ways for the proverbial blind men to look at the economics elephant. 

Classical economics focuses on capital, Karl Marx on labor, Henry George on land, Social Credit 

on the consumer, and ecological economists on the planetary processes that underlie all 

economic activity. Keen names several important thinkers ñconspicuously absent from modern 

economics coursesò such as Thorstein Veblen, John Maynard Keynes, and Joseph Schumpeter. 

Others are Herman Daly and E.F. Schumacher.  

 Still another obstacle to greening (in UK and Australian universities) is the Leftist orthodoxy 

of many social science and humanities academics. Jagtenberg and McKie say that by focusing 

only on the labor movement and class conflict, the academic Left marginalized environmental 

issues and refused to make the distinction between spirituality and religionðas in the spiritual 

orientation to the land of most pre-modern peoplesðwhich Greens find basic. Meanwhile, the 

womenôs movement, green movement, peace movement, and indigenous peopleôs movement 

have gone beyond the left/right paradigms. The Australian professors say that conventional 

academic thinkers tend to ignore pre-modern cultures, and they scorn the ñmore pagan and 

tribalized postmodernismò of ó60s counterculture whose early traditions were ahead of their time 

in pioneering self-sufficiency and living in balance with nature.   

      óOld Leftô orthodoxy is not so noticeable in U.S. universities (despite complaints of U.S. 

conservatives), but a broader rationalist/materialist bias across the political spectrum has similar 

effect. Economist Herman Daly says this scientific materialism tends to disregard the natural 

world as ñjust a pile of instrumental accidental stuff to be used up in the arbitrary projects of one 

purposeless species.ò Based on a reductionist version of science, it assumes that all human 

knowledge can be reduced to physics and chemistry.  

Swedish philosopher Mikael Stenmark describes several varieties of this scientism. Some 

versions insist that ñwe are rationally entitled to believe only what can be scientifically proved or 

what is scientifically knowableò or that ñthe only reality that exists is the one science has access 

to.ò  Stenmark says these scientific reductionists tend to dismiss everything that cannot be dealt 

with by science, denying that such problems are in fact genuine or significant. Other versions of 

scientism state that science is the most valuable or the only truly valuable realm of human life 

and that it will eventually solve all of our genuine problems.  

  Other claims according to Stenmark are that ñscience can completely explain morality and 

replace traditional ethicsò and is ñsufficient for dealing with our existential questions or for 

creating a world view by which we could liveòðin other words, science can entirely supplant 

metaphysics, religion, and ethical systems. Stenmark calls this version of scientific materialism 

ñredemptive scientism,ò illustrated with a quote from noted biologist Richard Dawkins:  

                                                                                                                                                       
We are machines built by DNA whose purpose is to make more copies of the same DNAéThat is 
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EXACTLY what we are for. We are machines for propagating DNA, and the propagation of DNA is 

a self-sustaining process. It is every living objectôs sole reason for living.  

 

       Brian J. Ford is one biologist who disagrees with Dawkins, noting that ñWe are in an era 

dominated by computers, artificial intelligence, molecular biology, and microelectronics. These 

are all mathematical, precise, reductionist disciplines. [For example] the óselfish geneô is a crude 

cybernetic concept, born of the common culture of microelectronics and computer control.ò Ford 

says scientific anthropocentrism views humans as a world apart from other species, and it 

underestimates the cognition and feelings of other species, orthodox assumptions that are 

contradicted by Fordôs knowledge of animals from a lifetime of studying them.  

       Temple Grandin complains that her field of animal research is becoming increasingly 

ñabstractified.ò Instead of studying real animals in their natural habitats, itôs about mathematical 

modeling. She says good fieldwork is essential in observational sciences such as epidemiology or 

animal behavior. ñSome people think if you donôt have a control group itôs not science. But 

thereôs a lot of science where thereôs no way to create a control group [and] you have to start 

with observation before you can create a lab experiment or do a statistical analysis.ò She adds 

that some of the best science combines bench science (lab work) with painstaking fieldwork. 

   One concern is dominance of molecular biology over natural sciences such as invertebrate 

zoology, ornithology, and herpetology. The laboratory, with its potential for profitable patents, is 

crowding out the field work. Paul Dayton, at Scripps Institution of Oceanography, says 

universities are banishing the natural sciences. Their new project is to ñget the óologiesô back in 

the nineteenth century where they belong.ò Undergraduates majoring in biology at many 

universities do not get any courses in classic botany or zoology. Dayton and fellow scientist 

Enric Sala say some college students learn ecology from textbooks based on molecular biology 

and theoretical population biology. ñWorse,ò they say, ñthere are ecologists who have never seen 

the communities or populations they model or speculate about, and who could not identify the 

species composing these communities.ò Yet interacting with nature is what originally drew most 

biologists into their field. The public, especially young people interested in biology careers, 

should be aware of this 'anti-ology' trend and try to reverse it. In the face of mass extinctions and 

ecosystem failures, we need natural scientists and field ecologists more than ever.  

  

Wanted: A New Philosophy 

 

      We donôt experience reality itself, but an interpretation of it, produced by our brains, which 

it adapts to be more-or-less consistent with our existing paradigms, thereby being strongly 

influenced by our dependencies and vested interests, and quite capable, in the process, of 

blinding us to the glaringly obvious. 

~Roger Hicks, post in The Guardian 
 

       Another academic subject field tending to ignore the crisis of our species is philosophy. This 

was once the field of study that attempted to integrate all the others. While philosophy is not a 

topic we often hear about on the evening news, it has had an enormous effect on historical 

events. However, according to a paper by Kevin Mulligan and others, Western philosophy today 

has three main parts all  of which ñare in a bad way.ò The three divisions are Analytic Philosophy 

(AP), Continental Philosophy (CP), and History of Philosophy (HP). Analytic Philosophy 

developed from the work of English philosophers Bertrand Russell and G. E. Moore a century 

ago, and is today the dominant school of philosophy in the English-speaking world. 
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   Philosopher Christopher Ott says the fundamental assumption of AP is that philosophical 

problems are basically linguistic confusions that will eventually be solved. However, notes Ott, 

ñphilosophy is still plagued with unsolved problems one hundred years later.ò He notes that 

deductive logic tests only consistency and cannot tell us anything not already assumed in the 

premises, so logic and syntax are unable to determine truth by themselves.   

      Another problem of AP, say Mulligan and colleagues, is that its practitioners do not believe 

that philosophy can add to the stock of positive human knowledge. They do not see philosophy 

as directly relevant to scientific concerns in the wider world. Instead of dealing with real world 

problems, these philosophers ñoccupy themselves with in-house puzzles.ò This aversion to the 

real world suggests that AP as it stands will be of little help in our thinking toward survival. 

     The second stream of contemporary Western philosophy is Continental Philosophy, a broad 

range of views dominant in Europe and gaining ground in North America. Continental 

philosophy has problems too, such as a lack of interest in philosophy as a theoretical enterprise. 

Mulligan says CPôs interest in the real world is only an interest in the social and political world, 

not the physical or biological world. But a philosophy that leaves nature and science out of its 

metaphysics has left out far too much. American liberal arts students and grads are probably 

most familiar with CP in the form of postmodernism, structuralism or poststructuralism (Claude 

Levi-Strauss, Michel Foucault), and the critical theory of deconstruction associated with Jacques 

Derrida. These philosophical ideas arose in the revolutionary 1960s in response to increasing 

globalization, and are applied to architecture, literature, and the social sciences. Theorist Jean 

Francis Lyotard described this as disbelief in the ómetanarrativesô or ideological myths of 

society. Another definition of postmodernism (which is notoriously difficult to define) is by Josh 

McDowell and Bob Hostetler: 

 
A worldview characterized by the belief that truth doesnôt exist in any objective sense but is created 

rather than discovered. [It is] created by the specific culture and exists only in that culture. Therefore, 
any system or statement that tries to communicate truth is a power play, an effort to dominate other 

cultures. 

 

      The difficulties inherent in an anti-theoretical philosophy have led to many philosophical 

disagreements, especially among postmodernists themselves. Along with popular criticism and 

parody, there is confusion for college students who may end up with the idea that nothing can be 

known, every interpretation is false, and all truth is culturally relative. Such notions promote a 

passivity that does not lend itself to helping humanity survive and thrive. Philosopher Michael 

Zimmerman says that for fear of making new culturally-bound totalizing statements, many 

academics find it hard to say anything positive about the future or what they want it to look like.       

Another problem for both AP and CP schools is that their most influential philosophers belong to 

the past and have no obvious successors.  

       The third stream of philosophy is the History of Philosophy. Mulligan et al say that in 

Europe there is now almost total identification of philosophy with the history of philosophy. 

Further, HP has almost everywhere collapsed into the history of nationalist or regionalist 

philosophers instead of studying ñthe best of what has been thought, said and argued.ò Thus none 

of the schools study philosophy as a whole because that would require ña view of philosophy as 

a theoretical enterprise that can lead to positive knowledgeòða view which they do not have.    

      A philosophy graduate, Jordan Romanus, writes in Adbusters about his disillusionment: 
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My grades are determined by how well I can regurgitate uninspiring thoughtsé.One of our main 

subjects was Descartesô Meditations on First Philosophy. We found several flaws in Descartesô 
arguments but instead of constructing our arguments against his conclusions, we were forced to 

merely summarize themé.Philosophers used to be the backbone of change. Now they simply 

summarize and overanalyze all the irrelevant aspects of life.  

 

      Western philosophy does seem to be in a slump. Zimmerman says that since World War II, 

ñPhilosophy has made itself socially uselessé.They just took themselves out of the ball game.ò 

Mulligan and colleagues ask for a rekindling of the ñhonest, pioneering spiritò in which analytic 

philosophy and the forerunners of continental philosophy began a century ago, when there was 

no gulf between them. These academic philosophers present a vision for a revitalized 

philosophy. But here I would suggest something else, explained by Christopher Jonathan Ott in 

The Evolution of Perception and the Cosmology of Substance: a simpler theory of everything.  

      While I am no philosophy scholar, Ottôs proposal seems to cut through many of the 

difficulties that have plagued philosophy for a long time. It may also steer us to a clearer and 

healthier attitude towards the world of our experience.  He says he has been especially influenced 

by modern research in perception, Gestalt psychology, and process philosophy.  

      Ott begins by pointing out that the current materialist underpinning of science will no longer 

serve to explain what we know. He says ñScience is now like a one hundred story building built 

upon a foundation designed for fouré.It is said that materialism is the best theory that we have 

because it has the greatest explanatory power [but] its explanatory power is more limited than 

most of us assume.ò For instance, ñThe materialist has no simple coherent explanation for 

gravityò or for the constant speed of light, or other aspects of space and time. Science needs a 

new foundation beyond materialism.  

      There are also intractable problems in philosophy, often because a philosopher finds that 

some basic concept that everybody takes for granted cannot actually be understood on its own. 

Ott says that ever since the Greeks, humans have invented so many theoretical entities to explain 

experience that they ñbegan to question experience itself, since it no longer seemed compatible 

with [their] theoriesé.The world was finally totally upside down.ò So both science and 

philosophy are limited by an outmoded metaphysics, their system for understanding experience. 

      Ottôs solution is to reconstruct our conceptual model of reality. He offers a complete 

paradigm shift after which, he claims, the world of our experience will once more be the actual 

world. His basic axiom is that perception is fundamental. ñPerceptual schemata can account for 

every single attribute of our experience, from the mathematical to the physical, to thought, 

language, identify, and culture. No other [theoretical] entities are required.ò This new theory, the 

evolution of perception, cannot be tested, proved, or disproved. However, says Ott, neither can   

materialism be proved or disprovedðbut his theory is much simpler and more ñmetaphysically 

efficient.ò  He adds: 

 
The evolution of perception is not only a rationally viable theory worthy of selection by the criteria 

of science, but it is a theory which holds out the promise of bearing the kind of ethical and spiritual 

fruits that materialism has failed to manifest. Rather than divided material entities in meaningless 
competition for material things, we see ourselves as fundamentally one and the ethical creators of 

our world.   

 

      New thinking requires a new philosophy to support it and the evolution of perception is a 

good candidate. Another new perspective on philosophy is offered by David Ray Griffin, a 
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theology professor who founded The Center for a Post Modern World in Santa Barbara. Griffin 

describes the 17
th
 century battle of worldviews previously outlined in Models, Myths and 

Muddles, that ended with the victory of the mechanists over the Hermeticists aided by the 

Catholic Church. Griffin says the main issue was whether action at a distance was possible 

outside of a miracle. Robert Fludd, advocate for the Hermeticists, said such action was possible 

and not miraculous, but his view threatened the churchôs authority to pronounce miracles and so 

they supported the mechanists. Of course, the church did not foresee that later developments of 

science would not only discover action at a distance such as electromagnetic radiation, but would 

also drop religion entirely from its cosmology.  

      Griffin notes that modern cosmology was based on a limited set of data that excluded most of 

a vast variety of human experience from many cultures and over thousands of years, making it 

narrow-minded and incomplete. Griffinôs proposed new worldview, óconstructive post-

modernism,ô draws on the work of philosopher Alfred North Whitehead, an early 20
th
 century 

process philosopher who did not fit into the main schools of philosophy listed above, which are 

based on a materialistic view. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy notes that ñfrom the 

time of Aristotle, Western metaphysics has had a marked bias in favor of things or substances.ò        

But Whitehead and followers added change as one of the main categories of metaphysical 

understanding and proposed that óthingsô are actually composed of processes. This is similar to 

the views of modern physicists. Richard Conn Henry, Physics professor at John Hopkins, puts it 

succinctly: ñTo see the Universe as it really is, we must abandon our tendency to conceptualize 

observations as things.ò  

       Philosophy professor Nicholas Gier says that in ancient times, Heraclitus, Lao-tzu, and the 

Buddha were the great ñprocessò philosophers. Heraclitus famously said, ñOne cannot step twice 

into the same river.ò Gier adds that the common ground in modern process philosophy is the 

meeting of contemporary physics and Asian philosophy. We canôt present all the steps in 

Griffinôs new óWhiteheadianô worldview here, but by taking our focus off things it could help 

explain more of our experience.  

       A third new philosophical approach is the Integral Theory of Ken Wilber and others, an 

interdisciplinary work in progress. Integral Theory attempts to be an all-inclusive framework 

drawing on key insights of the great knowledge traditions of the world whether they are 

scientific, spiritual, or philosophical. Some academics have heralded this work but as yet it has 

not received wide acceptance.  
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Chapter 15 
Sustainable Cities 

 
        It is in cities that the battle to tackle climate change will be won or lost.   

~London Mayor Ken Livingstone 

 

       Our species is going through a profound transition because the majority of us now live in 

urban areasðhalf the worldôs population concentrated on two percent of the Earthôs land 

surface. Most of the population growth in the next 30 years will end up in cities. Humans are 

becoming urban dwellers, Homo urbanus. By 2015, only three years from this writing, Tokyo, 

Mumbai (Bombay), and Delhi will each have somewhere between 20 and 37 million residents. 

By 2050, experts predict that about 70% of the worldôs people will live in an urban setting, with 

the largest megacities in Asia and Africa.  

      Cities today account for the great majority of emissions that cause climate change, an 

estimated 80% of total greenhouse gases. With mounting scientific evidence that global warming 

is not only quite real but advancing more quickly than anticipated, along with concerns about the 

future availability of oil, the majority of cities and towns are trying to make major changes. City 

planners in both industrial and developing nations have a monumental task ahead.  

 In May 2007, leaders from large cities around the globe, Addis Ababa to Sao Paolo, held an 

environmental summit. They declared that mayors would fill the void left by foot-dragging 

governments. For instance in the United States, where positive leadership at the national level 

was lacking, cities, states, individuals, and citizensô groups had begun to pursue their own 

strategies to save energy and prevent greenhouse emissions. The nationôs three largest cities, 

New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago, had implemented green guidelines. At the 2006 

Conference of Mayors, Seattle Mayor Greg Nickels persuaded 319 urban mayors (a number that 

may have tripled since) to pledge that they would aim at reducing greenhouse gases to Kyoto 

levels. The ñU.S. Mayors Climate Protection Agreementò is a commitment to reduce greenhouse 

gas emissions seven percent below 1990 levels by the year 2012.  

      Tools are available. Many of the green-conscious cities join the non-profit International 

Council on Local Environmental Initiatives (ICLEI), an international clearinghouse for 

sustainable development. ICLEI provides its members with many services including computer 

software to identify areas of potential improvement, starting with the ñlowest hanging fruitò and 

then more substantial changes. Torontoôs mayor signed up his city for Zerofootprint, a carbon 

calculator and networking website, to help with his plan to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 

six percent in five years and 80% by 2050. +++ 

      Since 2005, towns and cities that have signed the U.S. Mayors Agreement are part of the 

ñCool Citiesò campaign, with three key strategies: Green Vehicle Fleets, Energy Efficiency, and 

Renewable Energy. In terms of efficiency, for instance, Warwick, Rhode Island replaced its 113 

traffic lights and 59 crosswalk signals with LED lights. This change alone reduces carbon 

emissions by 1,200 tons every year, and after a two-year payback period will save the city tens of 

thousands of dollars each year. Each city has its own claim to fame. Rock Port, Missouri became 

first in the United States to operate entirely on wind power. Residents receive electricity from 75 

turbines in three counties. The town of Greensburg, Kansas was destroyed by a tornado in 2007 

and is now rebuilding as a prototype of sustainability.  

     The 2006 Conference of Mayors voted for drastic reductions in the use of fossil fuels both for 

constructing buildings and for heating and cooling them. Leaders agreed that they want the 
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national building stock to be ñcarbon neutralò by 2030, which means using no more fossil fuels. 

In fact, todayôs buildings account for 48% of all energy consumption in the United States, far 

ahead of either transportation or industry. New Mexico architect-activist Ed Mazria says ñIf 

architects donôt attack this, the world doesnôt stand a chance.ò Mayors are listening.  

      Seattle was the first large U.S. city to require new buildings to meet green design standards 

(LEED, from the U.S. Green Building Council). Salt Lake City among other governments now 

requires LEED approval for city buildings or others that get city funding. But some critics say 

LEED standards are still not energy efficient enough. Neil Peirce, noting that current building 

codes, zoning, and land-use regulations are seriously out-of-date, says, ñA concerted  effort by 

state and local governments to untangle obsolete building codes and set straightforward new 

standards, and to revamp outmoded zoning with modern and more flexible codes, could give a 

strong boost to the emerging green revolution.ò +++                                                                                                                        

Much of the effort to reduce greenhouse gas emissions in cities has to do with transportation. 

Cool Cities can buy hybrid vehicles for their own fleets and encourage low gas consumption by 

local residents and businesses through measures such as free parking for low-emission vehicles. 

Los Angeles, which once had a thousand miles of streetcar tracks, is proposing to bring back a 

downtown streetcar loop modeled on one in Portland. Streetcar systems are common in Europe 

and can be found in Pittsburgh, New Orleans, Seattle, and soon in Washington D.C. 

Southwestern cities that have long been dependent on the auto, such as Dallas, Denver, 

Phoenix, Houston, and Los Angeles, are considering regional rail systems. Local critics say that 

Seattle, though an environmental leader, is still too car-centric. Erica Barnett says, ñThe kind of 

investment Seattle should be making can be found in Denver, which will spend $5 billion over 

12 years to build six light-rail and commuter-rail lines with a combined length of 119 miles.ò  

Another area of urban sustainability is electricity production, where Seattleôs publicly owned 

electric utility was the first in the United States to achieve net-zero emissions of greenhouse 

gases. Meanwhile, óSecond Cityô Chicago is a leader in energy efficiency and renewable energy 

as well as abundance of flora. The Chicago Climate Action Plan aims to reduce emissions by 

25% below 1990 levels by 2020 and 80% by 2050. Chicago has one of the best renewable energy 

rebates in the nation. Beatley points out that the city purchases electricity from renewable 

sources to meet 20% of municipal demand, and is retrofitting 15 million square feet in public 

buildings for greater energy efficiency. ñFew large cities in the world have taken as many steps 

toward building a renewable-based energy strategy as has Chicagoò says Hendrickson.  

One form of retrofit is the green roof, such as the one now on Chicagoôs City Hall. According 

to Peter Frick Wright in Sierra, in summer this roof stays 25 to 80 degrees cooler than nearby 

roofs. A study by an environmental consulting firm estimated that if 30% of Chicagoôs roofs 

were greened, the city could save about $100 million a year. Other famous green roofs are at the 

University of Illinois, Gap headquarters in San Francisco, and a Ford factory in Dearborn, 

Michigan. The green roof concept has long been popular in Germany (where the government 

charges homeowners for polluted runoff) because roof plantings greatly aid in managing storm-

water. Stuart Berg, who manages a Philadelphia roof engineering firm, claims that a 1,000-

square foot green roof takes only about four hours of maintenance a yearðno mowing. +++ 

Sprawling Los Angeles is another leader of change. Its replacement of 140,000 streetlight 

fixtures with LED units is the most extensive such municipal retrofit so far in North America. 

LAôs first Latino mayor, Antonio Villaraigosa, vowed to plant one million trees during his term. 

Voters approved a $500-million bond measure to create habitat and wetlands, and capture storm 
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water for irrigation and recharge of aquifers. L.A. neighborhoods are taking action to preserve 

waterways, plant trees, and start community gardens.  

New York Cityôs Mayor Bloomberg has announced plans to cut emissions 30% by 2030 and 

proposes to make Gotham the greenest metropolis in America. \It  currently accounts for about 

two percent of the entire countryôs CO2 emissions. About three-fourths of NYC carbon emissions 

are from buildings. However New Yorkers are way ahead on transportation, since over 80% of 

them travel to work by public transit, bicycle, or on foot, according to David Owenôs Green 

Metropolis. Many donôt even own cars. One opportunity for New York City is to use biodiesel 

from the cityôs many restaurants to fuel the cityôs fleets of diesel-powered trucks. Also, the sheer 

density of the city leads to a lower per-capita use of energy.  One idea is to teach energy 

conservation techniques to the supers of NYCôs roughly one million buildings. +++ 

Within NYC, an organization called Sustainable South Bronx is cleaning up and greening a 

poor neighborhood now filled with waste-transfer stations, power plants, and truck traffic, and it 

is creating jobs in the process. A similar organization is Green for All in Oakland, California. 

Portland, Oregon was the first U.S. city to have an official, comprehensive plan to reduce 

CO2 emissions. In San Francisco, nearly half of residents take public transit, walk, or bike daily. 

Austin is a ógreenô island in the landscape of Texas and is about to become the center of solar 

manufacturing in the United States. Oakland gets 17% of its electricity from wind, solar, and 

geothermal sources. DC is painting roofs white. 

Across the world, cities are working aggressively to become sustainable, among them 

Rekyjavik, Barcelona, London, Copenhagen, Sydney, Bangkok, and Malmo in Sweden. In 

Uganda, the city of Kampala supports urban agriculture and is introducing a comprehensive bus 

service. Vancouver, the largest city in British Columbia, has developed a 100-year plan for 

sustainability (7
th
 generation thinking). In Brazil, the city of Curitiba lets a flock of 30 sheep trim 

the lawns of its municipal parks, public transport carries three-fourths of its citizens, and the city 

boasts that every inhabitant has at least 580 square feet of green space. Dublin, Ireland is 

developing Clonburris as an eco-district. 

Sydney has coordinated a city-wide retrofit. In Berlin, photovoltaic sheets on south-facing 

buildings can generate electricity.  

In Bogota, Mayor Peñalosa led a crusade against cars while creating a super efficient system 

of bus transit and building more than 180 miles of bike trails. Bahia de Caráquez, an Ecuadorean 

city that suffered natural disasters a decade ago, came back as an ñEcological Cityò in 1999 with 

hopes to attract eco-tourists. While it is not a city, the Maldivesða small nation composed of 

low-lying tropical islandsðis on track to become the worldôs first carbon-neutral country within 

the next ten years. They hope to be widely imitated, since President Mohamed Nasheed said that 

his country faces ña real threat to our survivalò from rising seas.  

For another prototype of the possible future, the London suburb of Hackbridge has a 

neighborhood designed to produce all its own energy and to produce no net increase in carbon 

emissions. The UK city of Woking reduced its energy use by almost half between 1990 and 

2005, with the aid of cogeneration and solar. It is now nearly 90% independent of the grid. Also 

in England, the village of Ashton Hayes, with 1,000 citizens and help from students at the 

University of Cheshire, is aiming to become the first town in the world with zero net carbon 

emissions. The Ashton Hayes community is enthusiastically behind their Going Carbon Neutral 

Project (for instance, 75% of adult residents attended the organizing meeting). Theyôve produced 

literature and videos to help other communities do the same thing.  
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So there are plenty of models. The ambition of various world towns, cities, and islands to be 

the greenest the fastest is as healthy as competition can get. Let the games begin!  

 

Heating and Cooling 

 
     Now in houses with a south aspect, the sunôs rays penetrate into the porticos in winter, but in the 

summer, the path of the sun is right over our heads and above the roof, so that there is shade. If then this 

is the best arrangement, we should build the south side loftier to get the winter sun and the north side 

lower to keep out winter winds. 
~Socrates, 427-399 BC, Xenephonôs Memorabilia 

 

     There are roughly 100 million households in the United States, the vast majority of them not 

in Hawaii or Florida, so they require some space heating. In 1997, this need translated into about 

$45 billion for heating homes. The major energy sources used to heat U.S. homes are (in order) 

natural gas, fuel oil, wood, electricity (produced mainly by fossil fuels), liquefied petroleum gas, 

coal, and kerosene. About 86% of residential space heating comes from fossil fuels.  

 Conservation of heat/coolness in home and commercial buildings can greatly reduce the 

need for fuels. Some building techniques such as underground houses, double walls, earth berms, 

and sod roofs provide super insulation. James Kachadorian, a civil engineer and solar home 

builder, says that after the 1970s energy crisis home-builders developed energy efficiency 

specifications that are now standard practice such as double-pane high-performance glass in 

windows, standard wall insulation of R-20 that was previously the roof standard, new standard 

roof insulation of R-32, house wraps, and much improved vapor barriers.  

 To retrofit an existing house, one caulks, adds insulation, or encloses entries so that a mass 

of heated or cooled air does not escape every time the door opens. "Mr. Electricity" says that 

installing storm windows and doors can reduce by 50% the heat or cooling lost through single-

pane windows. Strategic placement of bushes and trees can reduce the chilling effects of wind 

from the northwest or overheating by the midday sun. Architect Susan Susanka claims that an 

air-to-air heat exchanger can save about 85% of energy used for heating or air-conditioning, 

while preserving indoor air quality. +++ 

      

  Solar Heating: As noted above by Socrates, the ancient Greeks learned to orient their houses 

to the south for the winter sun; so did the cliff-dwellers of the American Southwest. This 

southern orientation is the first basic principle of passive solar heating, yet countless new homes 

and buildings are built every year without taking any advantage of south-facing windows. The 

second simple principle is to build eaves the correct width to keep out the sun in the summer 

when it is higher in the sky, without losing the lower-slanting winter sunshine. One may also 

keep out the summer sun by planting deciduous vines or trees in front of the south-facing wall. 

The third principle is to provide some means of storing the captured heat such as bricks, buried 

floor slabs, drums of water, or air spaces.  

  Passive solar is a simple concept; a basic plan of sun orientation, eaves of proper dimension, 

and strategically placed stone or brick for heat storage is easy to put into effect when building. In 

order to retrofit a house already built, one can add a sunroom or attached greenhouse, or enclose 

a porch or patio with glass, with some form of storage to help heat the entire house at night. 

Architects have created designs such as the Trombe wallða masonry wall that serves as a solar 

collectorðand envelope houses. Magazines such as Mother Earth News and Popular Science 
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over the years have featured a number of owner-built passive solar collectors or ñsun-grabbersò 

as well as designs for owner-built houses that are super-insulated and energy efficient. +++ 

 Active solar heating involves roof collectors that contain chemicals which interact with the 

sunôs rays to provide heat to the house. Some states provide tax credits for solar collectors. In 

any such purchase, one usually calculates the payback cost. For example, if a solar device costs 

$10,000 and saves an average of $100/month in heating bills, it will have paid for itself in 100 

months or eight years and four months. From then on this heat is free, for the life of the device.  

 

      Wood Burning: Wood burning is not green unless one harvests the wood sustainably. Used 

on a large scale for urban heating, it probably would not be. Any plan to burn logging debris and 

underbrush as biomass in large-scale projects might well converge with U.S. Forest Service 

tendencies to clear-cut, which creates lots more logging debris and underbrush. This could 

become a vicious cycle. There is also the energy used in transporting wood fuel. However, on a 

small scale, homes and buildings might use debris from local sawmills that would otherwise be 

land-filled, in wood burners specially designed to use sawdust and chips. 

   Wood is now burned regularly in about 30 million U.S. homes. A comparative study of 

emissions from fossil fuel heating and wood by James Houck for the EPA indicates that wood 

combustion has the lowest greenhouse gas impacts of any fuel. Another advantage of wood 

heating over fossil fuels is that the energy trajectory is simpler, consisting mainly of fairly local 

transport. However, wood has the highest rate of fine particulate emissions, mainly because most 

(89%) households that use wood heat are still using old technology wood burners. The EPA 

established maximum particulate emission rates for wood heaters and since 1992 dealers can't 

sell new stoves without this certification. The new technology cuts in half the rate of particulate 

emissions, making it lower than coal heat and electricity production, according to Houck.  

   Wood heating seems best suited for rural buildings. To convert to sustainable wood heating 

from your own homestead, you would need at least a four-acre woodlot in order to harvest 

blown-down wood and thinnings. Those living in cold climates such as the upper Midwest might 

need as many as ten acres of woodlot. Old methods such as coppicing can reduce the size of 

woodlot required. Several urban families could together purchase a woodlot large enough for 

sustainable harvesting. One idea for government subsidies would help poor rural families to 

purchase newer, more efficient wood heaters that greatly reduce particulates. +++ 

 

     Geothermal Heating: The standard for efficiency used to be water heating, which is better 

than hot air for heating buildings. However, the most efficient of all central heating methods is 

geothermal heating. One can combine either hot water or geothermal with district heating to 

warm a large building or complex. 

      Geothermal systems heat, cool, or heat and cool a building by taking advantage of the natural 

earth temperature, which is about 55 degrees at ten feet below ground level. Several methods do 

this using a geothermal heat pump, and the same system usually heats hot water. The main 

drawback to installing geothermal systems is the initial cost, several times that of an air-source 

system of the same heating and cooling capacity. With energy savings of 30-70% in heating and 

20-50% in cooling, the payback comes in five to ten years. Federal, state, and electric utility 

incentives exist to make initial costs lower. Geothermal heat pumps can earn Energy Star ratings.  

      Several school systems in my area have built new schools that use geothermal heating. While 

initially more expensive, officials expect the payback in seven or eight years, with much lower 

long-term costs for the expected five or six decades than the alternative of gas heat. The 
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maintenance director for one district says that the two schools there save between $2,000 and 

$3,000 each winter month compared to traditional heating in similar schools. 

     Natural gas is the most widely used heating fuel. It emits the least amount of greenhouse 

gases of any fossil fuel and about one-third the emissions of electricity, which is largely 

produced by coal. Natural gas also produces the lowest particulate emissions of any common 

fuel. While useful as a transitional fuel, natural gas is exhaustible, and sources are not always 

located where most needed. The cost to the consumer has been rising steadily. What people once 

considered an inexpensive heating choice is no longer so cheap. Newer methods of retrieving 

natural gas by ófrackingô threaten the environment and human health. Therefore, homeowners 

and others need to consider their options concerning conservation, wood, geothermal systems, 

and solar building or retrofits. 

     

 Cogeneration or combined heat and power (CHP) takes byproduct heat from generating 

electricity or other industrial processes for other uses. CHP systems provide electricity and heat, 

or in some cases, shaft power and heat from one source. Where cogeneration replaces separate 

fossil fuel generation of electricity or heat, it greatly reduces fuel consumptionðand CO2 

emissions. Cogeneration is the most efficient use of fuel, although less than 10% of the worldôs 

electricity is currently cogenerated. Massachusetts Institute of Technology spent ten years and 

$40 million to build the MIT Cogeneration Project to generate the universityôs own electrical and 

thermal power. MIT projects that the new technology will save money over the life of the plant, 

while also reducing emissions by 45% compared to its old technology.  

  One widespread use for industrial waste heat is to heat a number of residences or buildings in 

district heating. The steam or hot water for district heating systems can come from various 

sources: waste heat from industry, geothermal, or heating plants built for the purpose. The oldest 

system operating today has brought warmth to the houses of a French village from geothermal 

hot springs since the 14th century. Most large district heating systems are in cities of Russia, 

Eastern Europe, and Northern Europe such as St. Petersburg, Moscow, Warsaw, and Berlin. 

 Today Sweden is the forerunner in district heating. Over only two decades, from 1981 to 

2001, Sweden changed from a country in which 90% of power plants burned fossil fuel and only 

10% drew from alternative sources, to the exact opposite. According to Andrew Tolve, ñThe 

technology behind Swedenôs success [is] the humble district heating plan.ò This required 

changing cogeneration plants from burning fossil fuel to using biomass (wasted wood chips from 

Swedenôs lumber industry) and industrial waste heat. A dynamic Swedish leader, Ola Altera, has 

not only been deeply involved in Swedenôs changeover but also helps developing countries such 

as Brazil and China adapt district heating and other Swedish innovations. Especially where 

suppliers use waste heat and geothermal sources, these are highly efficient heating systems. +++  

  A contemporary of Thomas Edison, inventor Birdsill Holly, developed district heating in the 

United States in the 1800s. The U.S. Naval Academy has used a steam district heating system 

since 1853. The Empire State Building, the New York Stock Exchange, and most university 

campuses make use of district heating principles. The U.S. Department of Energy found over 

30,000 district heating systems operating in the United States, including large districts in New 

York City, Indianapolis, Philadelphia, and Detroit. However, much more could be done with 

cogeneration in this country, especially in cold northern states and the Rockies.   

 

 Air Conditioning is a major part of the household electric bill in the U.S. Sun Belt and many 

other warm places of the world. In the typical American home, AC consumes the biggest chunk 
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of the electric bill, 16%. Second is the refrigerator, using 13.7%. Rule of thumb: If it is part of 

your electric bill, it is part of your greenhouse emissions.  

  While I do enjoy AC on those 90-degree-plus days, most of my life I did without it. Although 

AC was invented a century ago, the majority of people did not have it in their homes until well 

after World War II. Nor were stores and theaters always chilled like refrigerators. Before AC, 

houses in warm climates had traditional architectural features such as deep porches, wide eaves, 

thick walls, high ceilings, attics, and windows arranged for cross ventilation. Builders sited 

houses and landscaped them to take advantage of summer shade and breezes. A shade tree in the 

right place can reduce indoor temperatures by up to 20 degrees and energy use by up to 40%. But 

after AC became widespread, builders paid for the extra costs of central cooling systems by 

taking out elements such as wide porches and thick walls. As air conditioning replaced these 

traditional features, modern houses became dependent on air conditioning.  

  What people used to do, and some of us still do, is to open their windows at night to let in 

cool air and close them in mid-morning when the air starts to warm up. They also use a variety of 

fans. ñMr. Electricityò says ñMany of us here in Texas actually get by without using ACðgood 

use of ceiling fans and box fans is really enough. Wearing a wrung-out wet shirt also does 

wonders, as does a quick rinse in the shower every couple of hours.ò I lived in Tarpon Springs, 

Florida without air conditioning. A powerful fan was built into the ceiling in the middle of the 

house, pulling warm air into the attic, and vents took it out of the attic. The óFlorida roomô had 

louvered windows for catching sea-breezes. I wonôt say that it was never uncomfortably warm, 

but humans are very adaptable creatures. 

  However, if you are not ready to give up AC, ñMr. Electricityò has a number of tips for 

reducing the bill. An AC timer for either central AC or window units will turn off the AC while 

the resident is out of the house for hours. He says that this will not use more energy than leaving 

the AC on. Another suggestion is to replace old air conditioners with newer models that use 30- 

50% less electricity. A cost effective conservation measure might subsidize the replacement of 

air conditioners more than fifteen years old. Another way to reduce air conditioning is to reduce 

the sunshine coming in through windows.  The California Energy Commission says that 30% of 

cooling a building is because of solar energy coming through the glass. Reflective film can block 

40-60% and solar screens can block 60-70% of heat from sunlight. Mr. Electricity cautions that 

one should buy the type of film or screen that doesn't block much light.  

  People in hot, dry climates can use an evaporative cooler ("swamp cooler") that uses a lot 

less electricity than conventional air conditioners, although swamp coolers do cycle a lot of 

water and do not work well in humid climates. A solar chimney or thermal chimney is a method 

to improve a building's natural ventilation which has been in use since the time of the Romans, 

especially in the Middle East. It can take the place of air conditioning in hot, dry areas.  

Radiative cooling methods involve an exterior water wall or roof pond system.  

  A number of architectural and landscaping features can greatly reduce or eliminate the need 

for air conditioning. The underground house takes advantage of the surrounding earthôs stable 

temperature. A semi-underground house has an earth berm raised to just below window level. 

This makes use of the earthôs insulating properties and prevents winter drafts at floor level. 

Porches are coming back, in the New Urbanism movement. Eaves can be designed to prevent the 

sunôs heat from reaching the windows in summer, allowing in the slanting rays of winter. 

Deciduous trees or vines may be planted on the south and especially west sides of the house to 

provide shade.  +++ 
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  Besides geothermal cooling with heat pumps, there is a lower-tech way to cool a house or 

boost an air conditioner with the use of earth cooling tubes. In the closed loop system, inside air 

blows through a U-shaped loop of plastic or metal tubes placed six to 10 feet below ground level. 

(Some systems circulate water.) The loop of tubes may be 100 to 500 feet long. The builder may 

direct the incoming air, cooled by its subterranean passage, into the house's ductwork or into a 

mechanical air conditioning system to reduce its load. It might be difficult to engineer a retrofit 

after the house is built. The U.S. Department of Energy website about earth cooling tubes is quite 

negative about their potential. However, a Wikipedia article on the subject states: "Earth tubes 

are regularly used in Europe to pre-heat (or pre-cool) air for the whole-building heat recovery 

ventilation systems that are used in buildings designed to the German Passive House standard."  

  If you are using the convective cooling model of letting in cool night air to drive out the 

warm air, the Arizona Solar Center recommends that the windward side should have low open 

vents or windows, while the leeward side (away from breezes) should have high vents or 

windows that are substantially larger in area, by 50 or 100%, than those on the windward side.  

  Painting the roof white or planting it green will reflect the sunôs heat instead of absorbing it. 

A blog commenter says that 50 years ago his father owned a company in Florida called Kool 

Roof that painted roofs white. Thereôs nothing new under the sun! He also says there is now an   

Energy Star-certified roof paint for this purpose. Another comment suggests that all local, 

county, state and federal highway departments as well as all Walmart and big box stores paint 

their black asphalt parking lots and roads white. (Alternatively, the Netherlands city of Avenhorn 

has put pipes under an asphalt road to siphon heat to a nearby apartment building.) +++ 

 Active solar air conditioning uses solar thermal energy conversion or photovoltaic electricity 

with desiccants, heat pumps, solar-driven fans, geothermal wells, or combinations. A recent 

Australian innovation, Sun Lizard, is a combination passive/active solar system that can either 

cool or heat a building. In the U.S., a 2007 law provides funding for new solar AC research.  
 

 Light Pollution: Landing in an airplane at night, it is thrilling to see the pattern of lights that 

rise to meet you. But there is a cost for all the artificial light reflected into the sky from homes, 

businesses, signs, and streetlampsða cost in wildlife, human health, and carbon emissions. Up to 

90% of the light is wasted and Susan Weiner says it can extend as much as 100 miles beyond a 

large cityôs borders, a constant twilight that interferes with migration and reproduction of wild 

animals, or exposes them to predators. In North America alone, 100 million birds die yearly from 

collisions with lighted structures. Newly hatched sea turtles, trying to reach the ocean with its 

reflections of moon and stars, crawl instead towards roads and buildings and die there. Artificial 

light can also disrupt natural growth cycles of plants and coral reefs, and it has been linked with 

higher cancer rates in humans. All life on Earth is connected to light and its daily cycles, says 

Travis Longcore, author of Ecological Consequences of Artificial Night Lighting. ñWe have 

completely altered the system that was predictable throughout all of human history.ò 

  Because of this light haze around cities, most of us canôt even look up and see the stars and 

meteor showers. According to the International Dark Sky Association (IDA) light pollution costs 

$2 billion worth of energy a year. Most of that electricity comes from coal-burning power plants. 

Some ways to combat light pollution are conservationðdo we really need suburban competitions 

about who can set up the most elaborate Christmas display?ðenergy-efficient light fixtures that 

shine downward, lower wattage, and time controls. The IDA works with lighting manufacturers 

and gives out an IDA Fixture Seal of Approval for environmentally-friendly fixtures. Some cities 

especially in the U.S. northeast have changed zoning so lights have to point down.  
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Public Transportation: Another major goal in the green cities movement is to make 

transportation more sustainable. Besides mass transit, bicycle and pedestrian trails, and 

minimizing auto traffic, another energy-saving approach is to prevent sprawl. People moved into 

the suburbs because of cheap gasoline in the oil boom of the 1950s. Now that things have 

changed, people are moving back into the city limits. This not only saves petroleum but also 

protects agricultural land and open space from increasing development. When people live at 

higher densities within a city, instead of scattered around the countryside in one-story ranch 

houses or mini-mansions, mass transit is more cost-effective.  

      Some people seem unable to visualize life without a family car or truck, but many of us know 

from experience this is quite possible. My parents did not own a car until I had grown up and left 

home. Cities such as Minneapolis and Cleveland had streetcars and buses, and in an emergency 

you could call a cab. There were trains for traveling between cities in relative luxury. Two 

streetcars and a transfer took me to high school in Cleveland. Virtually none of my classmates 

owned cars; a few were allowed to drive the family car, if there was one, on special occasions 

such as a prom. Such was life only sixty-six years ago. A decade later, Cleveland tore up its 

streetcar tracks, thanks to General Motors and its co-conspirators. This happened in many other 

cities too. (See James Kunstler, Geography of Nowhere.) 

     In the 1970s (and probably today), San Diego had a very good bus system, making it 

unnecessary to drive on any of the formidable freeways of Southern California. San Diego even 

had a trolley on which you could ride right across the border into a foreign country for a 

sightseeing tour. Chicago has its El, Paris has its Metro, Berlin has its U-Bahn, and in fact every 

large city worth its salt has some kind of mass transit system. 

      In rural states such as Arkansas few cities are large enough to afford much of a bus system. 

Southerners in general drive more miles than the rest of the nation does. Yet in my area plans are 

stirring to make use of the old railroad tracks to set up a light rail line that would connect ten or 

twelve small cities and towns currently linked only by highway culture. The approaching idea is 

that rather than continue subsidizing auto traffic, building more and more highways to become 

obsolete because of Peak Oil, we would instead put some of that money into mass transit.   

      Another consideration is that in our car-dominated system, low-income families have to 

spend a large fraction of their income on transportationðon average, 40 cents out of every 

dollar, notes Peirce. But with public transportation, low-income people can get to their jobs 

much more economically, leaving a greater share of their earnings for other necessities. 

 

   No gpm. The no-gallons-per-mile vehicle is otherwise known as the bicycle. There are more 

than a billion bicycles in the world, with almost half of them in China. While 77% of Chinese 

and 27% of Dutch bicycle to work, only 1.6% of Americans do soðalthough up to three-fourths 

of U.S. households own bicycles. A survey by a University of Washington professor found a 

typical bicycle commuter in North America was a male professional, age 39, with household 

income above the median. His major motivations were health, fitness, and the environment. This 

contrasts both with European countries where a wide range of ages and socioeconomic classes 

commute by bike, and with less-developed countries where hardly anyone can afford a car so 

that a bicycle is a necessity.  

  According to the U.S. Census, the state where the largest numbers of people commute to 

work by bicycle is California. Florida is next, but the third largest number of such commuters is 

in the far-from-balmy climate of New York City. Numbers help safety. When a low share of the 

population is on bikes, it is more dangerous for bicycle users.  
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   To encourage American cyclists, May is designated as óBike Month.ô Oregon Rep. Earl 

Blumenauer says that his home city of Portland, after adopting bicycle-friendly policies such as 

expanded bike lanes and official bike routes found that residents used their cars much less than 

the American average. Blumenauer has bicycled to work in Washington, D.C. for 12 years and 

heads the Congressional Bicycle Caucus. He says that cities of every size should have a bicycle 

master plan. Countries such as Netherlands, Denmark, and Germany began working on bicycle 

policies many decades ago. Some recent innovations are secure storage, cycle facilities that have 

showers and personal lockers, and safety training. 

      In the last year or two, spurred by high gasoline prices, bike-sharing programs have spread 

quickly through Europe. The Velib program in Paris is incredibly successful, with 20,000 bikes 

available at 1,450 stations across the city, equipped with anti-theft and global positioning 

devices. Velib is partly supported by advertising at bus shelters. European cities with bicycle 

rental programs (often automated) now include Lyons, Barcelona, Stockholm, Amsterdam, 

Vienna, Rome, and about 100 other towns in Italy alone. SmartBike, the first large-scale U.S. 

bike-sharing program, began in Washington, D.C. in 2008, and similar systems are underway in 

a dozen or more other cities especially in the Southwest and West Coast. 

     Several European cities are greatly expanding their bicycle routes. In Bolzano, Italy, bike 

paths crisscross 80% of the city. In Copenhagen, about half a million people commute to work or 

school by bicycle each day, and the city is installing $47 million worth of óbicycle 

superhighwaysô into the suburbs. Rolf Priesnitz says that London is putting up to three quarters 

of a billion dollars into two-wheeler superhighways connecting with the cityôs center. The UK is 

also investing in infrastructure throughout the country and campaigns to promote biking in 12 

Cycling Demonstration Towns, starting with Bristol, which aims to double its rate of cycling.  

       Meanwhile, Lloyd Alter posts from Toronto that cyclists in North Americans are ñfighting 

for infrastructure a few hundred meters at a time.ò Alter lists the qualities of a bicycle 

superhighway: smooth surface free of leaves, ice, and snow; direct with no detours; clear 

signage; óservice stationsô with air and tools; sufficient width to overtake other cyclists; safe and 

quick crossing priority for cyclists at cross streets; and Green Wave for cyclists through sections 

with frequent stop lights. The Green Wave means that cyclists moving 20 km/h or faster hit 

green lights all the way. It is already in place on at least three main routes in Copenhagen. 

      Other aids and inducements for bike riders are cyclist-actiated lights at key intersections, bike 

carriers on buses, sewer grates that donôt trap bike wheels, and programs to eduate both cyclists 

and motorists. Some companies install showers and bike lockers to encourage commuters. 

      In Japan and many European countries, a major and growing form of commuting is bike-and-

ride, or the combination of bicycles and mass transit (mainly railways). In Japan, commuters 

park about 3 million bicycles at rail stations each day, several times more than the number of 

commuter cars. In Denmark, over one-fourth of rail passengers arrive by bicycle, and even more 

in the Netherlands. Every Dutch railway station has bicycle parking, and many spaces are 

guarded. Bicycle rental and repair services are often available near the train station. 

     City traffic can be so congested that cars barely go faster than people using their feet. Enter 

the pedicab. There are 350 pedicab garages in Manhattan alone. Denver, San Diego, and Long 

Beach also have fleets. The idea could spread even faster once someone devises a set of model 

regulations for cities with pedicabs. In big cities delivery of messages, letters and small packages 

goes faster by bike. Across North America bike businesses include food delivery and even 

moving companies. For instance, in Ames, Iowa a business called Bikes At Work provides 

delivery service from local stores and also furniture movingðeven in the Iowa snow. Cargo 
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bikes have been used for years in other countries. The type known as the ñlong johnò originated 

in Denmark and Netherlands about 90 years ago. 

 

      Car-Free Cities: Older cities on other continents have always closed certain areas to carsð

ancient or medieval streets simply not wide enough to hold car traffic. Today, many population 

centers deliberately keep out cars to reduce air pollution, auto accidents, traffic congestion, and 

noise, as well as oil dependence and greenhouse emissions. A city or neighborhood may close 

some streets to vehicle traffic, devoting ñliving streetsò to pedestrians only, including children at 

play. A cityôs overall design may favor pedestrians, bicyclists, and mass transit rather than autos. 

      Some options to reduce the need for distance transportation include bicycle infrastructure, 

mass transit, urban agriculture (to reduce trucking) and telecommuting. The goal is to have 

almost everything one needs nearby, ultimately transforming cities, towns, and villages into 

human-scale communities. A network of urban planners, social activists, and renewable energy 

advocates promote Car Free Cities, a movement that brings together walkers, cyclists, and transit 

riders from around the world as a political force to challenge the dominance of cars. Car Free 

Days and similar official events temporarily reduce the number of cars on city streets so people 

can see what that would be like. Road protests such as Reclaim the Streets became frequent in 

the UK about 15 years ago in reaction to a major road building projectðpeople would take over 

major roads and highways to stage a party. 

Bicycle activists have organized some noteworthy events such as Critical Mass rides where 

cyclists come out en masse to dominate the traffic, drawing public attention to how unfriendly 

cities are to bicycle riders. Accused of stopping traffic they respond, ñWe are traffic.ò Such 

events in Budapest, drawing as many as 20,000 to 30,000 riders, influenced city and national 

policies and greatly increased daily cycling. A distinctive form of Critical Mass is the World 

Naked Bike Ride (WNBR) which began in Zarogoza, Spain in 2001 and has since spread around 

the world. Clothing is optional and cyclists ride nude or nearly so to express their vulnerability to 

vehicular traffic (ñStop the indecent exposure to vehicle emissions!ò). They also draw attention 

to other causes such as naturism, sustainability and peace. Arrests are rare.  

      World-wide, many cities and districts are already car-free or nearly so. Car-free areas with at 

least 50,000 people are in Venice, Italy; La Rochelle, France; Guanajuato, Mexico; Gent, 

Belgium; and Fes el Bali, Moroccoðthe last is currently the worldôs most populated car-free 

district with 156,000 people. Buenos Aires is very walkable, with transit-oriented development. 

Other cities with notable car-free planning are Copenhagen, Paris, Freiburg, and Village Homes 

in Davis, California. Several new óBicycle Citiesô are in the works in the United States.  

  

      Smart Growth: For three decades, the American design movement called New Urbanism has 

worked to reform real estate development and urban planning in order to create more diverse, 

livable, and energy-efficient cities. New Urbanism takes inspiration from traditional 

neighborhood designs that existed before automobiles and suburbs took over.  

      New Urbanism opposes sprawl, defined as "any type of development that does not create 

cities, towns, and villages composed of neighborhoods and districts." Examples of sprawl are 

isolated subdivisions, gated or walled developments, isolated office and industrial parks, strip 

commercial development, and schools disconnected from the urban areas they serve. Suburban 

development replaces farmland and woods with large houses, malls, heat-holding pavement, and 

lawns that are energy and water intensive. Sprawl leads to a very inefficient infrastructure, 

providing utilities and public services to a few people spread out over a large area.  




