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To the memory of

Patricia Gearheart

James Clay Young

Radek Cecil

THEY are all gone into the world of light!

And I alone sit ling’ring here;

Their very memory is fair and bright,

And my sad thoughts doth clear.

It glows and glitters in my cloudy breast,

Like stars upon some gloomy grove,

Or those faint beams in which this hill is dress’d,

After the sun’s remove.

Vaughan, Henry. The Poems of Henry Vaughan,

Silurist, Vol I. (E. K. Chambers, ed.) London:

Lawrence & Bullen Ltd., 1896: 182.
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We do not find meaning lying in things

nor do we put it into things, but between

us and things it can happen.

Martin Buber (Between Man and Man, p. 36)


Preface

Fishing for yellowtail, you need live mackerel for bait. So, at the mouth of Ensenada Harbor, we stopped to buy some. We were a half mile off the Baja California coast; fog hid its soft brown hills.

An ancient, battered boat lay moored there. Tied to it was a well-smack: a wooden barge with the bottom knocked out and replaced by netting. In this huge floating cage were many small mackerel, swimming slowly. A few floated dead on the surface.

We warped in and tied up to the well-smack. Two dogs—black with white points, evidently littermates—ran up to us, seeking affection. They were in magnificent condition, superbly cared for and obviously well loved.

It became clear that the bait man lived permanently in the ancient fishing boat, with the dogs as companions. Now he came forth, a tall, thin man of perhaps 35 or 40, with a timeless, patriarchal appearance. He had a craggy face. A huge, unkempt brown beard reached to the center of his chest.

He moved in sharp, tense, nervous gestures. His few words were jerky, incoherent, senseless. His Spanish seemed strange; he could have been an Anglo. Our boat crew talked with him in the way that Mexicans—who can be the most gentle, sympathetic people in the world—use for people who are “different” or “special.” With their help, he netted bait for us. Then he rushed to get a large cup, and begged some coffee from our galley. Our captain paid him for the bait, pushing the money carefully into his pocket instead of his nervous hand.

As we pulled out, the dogs showed us why they were there: With great barking and enthusiasm, they drove away a sea lion and some pelicans that were making a rush for the well-smack and its vulnerable herring.

The bait man disappeared into his cabin. Gulls closed over the boat in a screaming cloud as we pulled away.

This brief encounter sticks in my mind as no book of philosophy has done. The tragically deranged bait man, the Mexican fishermen, the dogs, the gulls, and the fish were tiny and lost between vast sea and vast sky. Yet the brilliance of their lives shone the sun dark.

When we drop the barriers of fear and convention, when we actually confront our fellow travelers on this rolling world, the intensity of the encounter is as much as we poor mortals can bear. When we see with clear sight, the vision blazes in us as endless fire.

This book is a long essay on human interaction, and on human contacts with the nonhuman realm. I have spent my life trying to understand why people use plants and animals in the ways they do. I now want to give back some conclusions about living with this world of interactions.

This book is a personal work, not simple objective scholarship. The last chapters are exploratory—my attempt to come to grips with some moral issues rarely addressed in the environmental literature. There comes a time when a person has to speak—Michel Foucault’s “fearless speech” (Foucault 2001). In China I heard a folktale (see Leys 1985 for a slightly different version) of a man carrying a bucket of water to throw on a raging forest fire. Someone tells him, “You can’t put out that fire with just a bucket of water.” He answers, “Yes, but I’ve been a forester, and this forest has sheltered and sustained me all my life. There comes a time when you have to do something.”

I have drawn very heavily on my research experience, involving years of research in Hong Kong, southeast Asia, and Mexico, and short- to mid-length projects in a couple of dozen other countries. Uncited material in this book is largely from my own work and experience.

One reader called this book “very liberal” (he did not mean it as a compliment). Actually, the theme of this book is that local traditions, local cultures, and local small-scale communities deserve our respect and support, and must be the real place of action in saving the world environment. This view of politics cuts across current political-ideological lines. Both American liberalism and conservatism, for instance, appear to be currently committed to large-scale government and top-down management. Therefore, I draw with equal interest and equal skepticism on radical, liberal, conservative, and libertarian ideas.

Full consideration of politics and ethics is necessary for a book like this, but they cannot be accommodated within any reasonable limits of a publishable volume. I have thus followed the examples of the science journals, and placed supplementary online material on my Web site, www.krazykioti.com; look for Politics and Ethics there.

Of the countless people I should thank for this work, I will acknowledge by name, here, only my old friend and collaborator Paul Buell, who kindly edited parts of the manuscript, and my wife, Barbara. Dozens of colleagues and hundreds of friends in the 60 countries I have visited have contributed to this work.

The dedication of a book is usually a small and unexplained thing. In the present case, the dedication is all-important.

Nothing, except deaths in his own family, saddens a teacher more than the deaths of his students. Their loss is particularly bitter when they are among the very few students who are not only brilliant and creative but who are also passionately devoted to doing their very best for the world. The three students to whom this book is dedicated died tragically at the beginnings of their lives. They had everything to offer, and a sadly short time to offer it. I can only continue their work: the attempt to understand human ways in order to reduce human suffering. If I cannot do it with their genius or their warm and open spirit, I can at least keep their memory green. I can do no more.


1

People in Nature

Heraclitus says that Nature is a child at play; it gives meaning, but in the manner of a child who is playing, and this meaning is never total.

(Merleau-Ponty 2003:84)

FACING A MESSY WORLD

The argument of this book is simple: Our environmental crisis is not the result of simple overconsumption or irresponsibility. It is the result of lack of solidarity. We have failed to come together to get the job done.

This failure has allowed the primary-production interests to maximize their profits by externalizing the costs of production and by getting more and more subsidies from governments—or by taking over whole governments.

They have then, often, maintained disunion by encouraging demagogic politicians who follow the classic Roman formula of divide et impera, “divide and rule.” Racism, religious bigotry, gender bigotry, and nationalism have been exploited to prevent people from uniting in communities that could actually require the responsible environmental management we all want and need.

I will establish this case in further chapters. The present chapter sets the scene—describing the environmental crisis—and then reflects briefly on the issue of solidarity.

The title of this chapter contains a double meaning. I am concerned with people in the natural environment. I am also concerned with human nature. Yet, is this a double meaning? Can we conceive of people as detached entities, unrelated to the rest of life? Clearly not. Not only do we depend on other animals and plants for survival and subsistence, we also define ourselves in relation to the rest of animate creation.

Some say we are not fully human when we live in wholly artificial environments. Certainly, the postmodern world of “virtual reality”—empty images that mock the truth—is not friendly to the human spirit. If we lose all touch with nature, we will perhaps lose all touch with ourselves, and die of sheer isolation.

I doubt that this will happen. Even in the cities, trees and dogs remind us that there are other lives on earth. So do smaller animals. Wallace Stevens’s mice ask a rhetorical question: “Whoever founded a state that was free, in the dead of winter, from mice?” (Stevens, “Dance of the Macabre Mice,” 1952:119).

Truly “the mice are nibbling,” and the rats too—the literal and the figurative ones—even among the dream-mice of Disneyland.

“Nature,” then, is universal, as cherished love and as feared pest or foe. We do not see it neutrally or objectively. We define it and construct it in many ways. We cannot easily separate emotion from reason, or rational beliefs from irrational ones, when we contemplate food or landscapes or the Endangered Species Act. The sight of a fellow animal, even cooked on a plate or simulated on television, awakens the deepest layers of thought.

Human nature arose within a vastly wider realm—a world of mountains and deserts, inhabited by millions of living species. Our relationships with them are no game of “Self” and “Other.” They are life viewing itself—a small part of animate creation viewing the whole. Each is simultaneously self and other. We come to know nature long before society has imprinted on our young minds the arbitrary and defensive Self that becomes the prison of the unenlightened.

We can, of course, speak of humans as distinct from other animals and from plants. We construct our social and cultural worlds. We have our distinct sphere. Yet we still depend on plants and animals, not only for food and shelter, but also for symbol and inspiration, excitement and rest.

Thus, caring for other lives is not some minor part of an economic agenda. It is integral to human experience. It follows naturally and necessarily from the act of being human. Consequently, a book about managing the environment may well talk—explicitly or implicitly—about human nature.

When I first went out to study cultural ecology in the field, almost 50 years ago, I expected to find people using plants and animals for food, clothing, and shelter. I expected to find what Marshall Sahlins (1976) called “practical reason”: people rationally maximizing their material self-interest by exploiting resources, and then going about their other business. I found something more complex. Practical reason was indeed alive and well, but I was surprised to find that the people doing the reasoning were not detached about it—not rational in the sense of carefully calculating or unemotional (Anderson 1996; see also Taylor 2006). Whether they were Northern California farmers, Northwest Coast Indian fishermen, or Chinese peasants, people were intensely involved emotionally with the plants and animals in their environments, and with the ways of life they pursued.

Conventional wisdom led me to expect that emotions would contrast with rationality. Emotional people were irrational people. I found the opposite: The more rationally and successfully people were interacting with the environment, the more emotional they were about it. I should already have known this. In human couples, true love and intimacy are opposed to raw passion and infatuation precisely because true love focuses on caring concern for the other’s welfare. This caring concern leads to rational (carefully calculated—but not unemotional) helping behavior. Humans are constructed such that love cannot be separated from doing one’s best in and for the world. Recent psychological work indicates that humans are also constructed such that threat and loss breed anger and fear. Responses to environment thus range from love to hate and from caring to sadistic destruction. They can also range from impassioned response to cold indifference. “Rational” responses, in the sense of unemotional responses, are what we do not regularly observe in such cases (Damasio 1994; LeDoux 1996; Milton 2002; Taylor 2006).

I also noted that people confronted with clear choices often did self-damaging things. At first, I confidently expected that environmental problems would be solved as soon as the public had information on the issues. Surely, people would be rational enough to cease overfishing, polluting, and otherwise destroying their own futures through environmental abuse. Surely, people would recognize that a beautiful environment was not only more pleasant, but healthier, safer, and more profitable than a devastated one. However, in many cases, people went in with close to “perfect information,” still made stupid choices, and suffered.

Most of my early career was in fisheries development, a line of work calculated to breed cynicism. People seem almost unable to control themselves when there are fish to be taken. However, I found many cases of successful management of fish resources. People have also succeeded, at various times and places, in managing trees, crops, water, and wildlife. These successes point up the problem we have in understanding the widespread failures. If people realize the need to conserve, and often act on that realization, why is the world in such a mess?

Classically, this question was explained as a “tragedy of the commons” (Hardin 1968, following ideas of Downs 1957 and Olson 1965). People couldn’t bind themselves. The “social contract” envisioned by Thomas Hobbes (1950 [1651]) couldn’t work.

However, this theory has not stood up well over time; people often, even usually, team up to manage resources (Ostrom 1991). Hardin learned this over the years, and he wrote an excellent qualification: “The tragedy of the unmanaged commons” (Hardin 1991). Selfishness is not as common as we thought. When it does happen, it is often not wasteful or destructive, but rather the “enlightened self-interest” described by Adam Smith (1910 [1776]): the butcher and baker serve us because it is their best way to make a living, and the fisher saves fish for the future.

I first realized something was wrong with the conventional wisdom when I worked in Malaysia in 1970–1971. Instead of a tragedy of the commons caused by lack of control, I found the opposite. The fishery had been well-regulated when it was run by local communities. It was self-destroying in the 1970s, because the government had pre-empted control and failed to enforce its own laws (Anderson and Anderson 1978). This, in turn, was largely because the fishermen were Chinese, and the Malaysian government was dominated by Malay (“Bumiputra”) politicians, who were increasingly anti-Chinese (a move that climaxed in the early Mahathir regime in the 1970s). Group rivalry co-opted public policy, and trumped enlightened self-interest.

My major interest lies in trying to explain why people treat the environment responsibly or irresponsibly (by whatever standards they have). I am also interested in the more narrowly economic question of why people sometimes maximize long-term interest, but at other times act only for short-term gains, and sometimes act in an outright self-destructive manner. It is relevant and important to understand economic calculations of direct material self-interest, but such understandings must be supplemented by deeper psychology.

Early in my career, I wrote a small essay called “The Life and Culture of Ecotopia” (Anderson 1972). I coined the term ecotopia (from utopia) to cover a range of possibilities for ecologically aware societies. I was full of radical rhetoric at the time, but the essay had some good ideas in spite of that. These good ideas, and the word ecotopia, were taken up by Ernest Callenbach, and developed far better than I could ever do (Callenbach 1975). But ecotopia didn’t happen. The human race has created great art, great literature, and a monumental environmental mess. Surely, the species that gave us Shakespeare, Delta blues, and Chinese landscape painting can do better at conserving species and planning pollution control. Something is wrong with our politics. Environmentalists are caught up in struggles about the nature of environmental ethics and of the perfect society (Norton 1991).

Environmental and resource politics has become increasingly bitter in recent years. The issues are complex (see Ascher 1999; Barry’s Rethinking Green Politics, 1999, which provides a critique rather similar to what follows here; Switzer 1994). Disputes begin with the classic fight of unrestricted use versus sensible use (see Echeverria and Eby 1995). At the other end of the scale, there is a debate over what to do now that we know that most of the world’s “wilderness” has been extensively modified and managed by humans for tens of thousands of years (Callicott and Nelson 1998).

PROBLEM LISTS

In general, there are three types of problems, caused by three different types of backgrounds.

Pollution, including global warming. Solutions must rest on setting limits that will protect health of humans and of organisms and resources that humans want or need. This, in turn, requires more efficient production. Pollution is waste. Every poison would be useful if it were captured and properly used. The knowledge base here is better, relatively speaking, but we still need to know much more, especially about cheap and efficient processes that would throughput less material.

Authors since Murphy (1967) have noted that pollution is usually a desirable resource being wasted in a harmful way. Dust is someone’s topsoil. Sulfur in acid smokestack wastes became a multi-million-dollar resource when environmental concerns forced firms to scrub it from their smoke. Logging slash choking salmon streams is wasted wood. Most garbage and trash could be recycled, and indeed is in many communities today. Thus, those affected are doubly hurt: not only do they have to bear the burden of pollution and contamination, they have to face the consequences of resource shortage caused by resource waste.

Overusing or overharvesting of renewable, useful resources such as soil, fresh water, fish, grazing, forests, and game. Forests are disappearing, and the future will be bleak without timber for construction or green cover for cooling and for oxygen. Farmland is eroding away or succumbing to urbanization, whereas population and demand for food are steadily increasing.

A new development is purchase by crowded but affluent nations of rich farmland in poor nations. Libya has bought into Ukraine; the Persian Gulf oil states into Pakistan, India, and Indonesia; Korea into Madagascar; China into half a dozen countries; and several countries into the volatile and genocidal Sudan. The crowded get food security. The poor get needed investment in their agricultural sector—for now (Goering and Rodriguez 2008).

The solution to shortage is to learn how much we can take—or how much we can use the resource before hopelessly damaging it—and to set limits accordingly. The background problem is that people really need the resources now, and they cannot always afford to forego use today in hopes of a brighter tomorrow. Most overuse is foolish and wasteful and could easily be stopped, but much is not. Small-scale cultivators, fishers, and grazers are often placed in situations where they must overuse resources—against their better judgment—to stay alive at all.

Biodiversity preservation. This problem is the most intractable of all, because few realize how serious it is, and because its background is complex (see Chivian and Bernstein 2008). It involves not only wild species, but also domestic varieties; not only biotic species, but also habitats, including parks and farmland as well as wilderness. The solutions must be based on establishing preserves, corridors, careful land use principles, habitat restoration, and the like. Also necessary is much more research and education, given that we know little about most species, and we teach even less. Unlike pollution and resource conservation, biodiversity protection is not a simple problem of wasteful overuse. It involves wants, needs, tastes, loves, inclinations, and preferences. It also involves genuine ignorance of payoffs and alternatives. People must actively want diversity, and they must learn what is out there. After all, fishing laws in the United States and other countries are comprehensive, and traditional societies have their own strict codes (Anderson 1996). By ironic contrast, there are as many ducks now as when I was young—because duck hunters have had the good sense to save the ducks’ habitats and agree to hunt sustainably.

Preservation of biodiversity should, in concept, be easy: Stop unnecessary destruction of life, and create large reserves. But, even in the United States, progress in this direction is minimal. Amphibians are rapidly disappearing because of chytrid fungus (spread by humans), climate change, and habitat loss. Of around 6000 species, 1896 are endangered as of this writing, and over 100 are extinct (Marris 2008). The entire class Amphibia, which has been around for 350 or 400 million years, may well be gone in a century.

Traditional regimes managed to save all the biodiversity we have today. Sometimes they did it deliberately, managing for maximal diversity of lifeforms and habitats, as the traditional South Chinese and Maya did. (This is not to say they were flawless, just that they managed for multiple use, and thus for diversity.) Others did not have enough impact on the land to be a major risk factor. Still others were not such good diversity-preservers, losing much, but not destroying all.

At present, we are losing species at a rate that cannot even be estimated accurately. The Zoological Society of London estimates that populations of wild animals (including aquatic forms) dropped 25–30 percent since 1970, with countless species exterminated (BBC News Online, May 16, 2008). Taxonomy and field biology have been so neglected in recent decades that we have no way of even roughly estimating how bad the problem is. Estimates of the number of insects in the world differ by an order of magnitude, and estimates for numbers of species of nematodes or spiders are not much more than blind guesses.

How do we stop a slow, insidious decline when we have reason to believe it will lead to catastrophe (Chivian and Bernstein 2008)? We certainly cannot make the case that the extinction of a fly or a bug will be significant, but we know from countless bitter case studies that the extinction of enough “insignificant” species will bring the whole system crashing down. Paul Ehrlich has made a famous analogy: Exterminating species is like popping rivets on an airplane. Planes are overengineered so that they can stand the loss of a lot of rivets. But finally there comes the last one—a rivet no different, no bigger than the rest. When it is gone, there just aren’t enough left to hold the plane together, and it disintegrates in the air (Ehrlich and Ehrlich 1972, 1996).

Countless cancer, infection, and diabetes cures are known to, or alleged by, indigenous peoples, but almost none of these has been tested well. We have hardly even begun to look at marine animals, let alone molds, bacteria, or other microorganisms.

One biodiversity crisis involves domestic species. The vast majority of world agriculture is devoted to producing only ten crops and four animals. After erosion, urbanization, pollution, and soil exhaustion have taken their toll, we will not be able to live on high-yield grains and potatoes and pigs anymore; we will have to be creative (Pollan 2006). There are tens of thousands of useful species that we know, but barely use.

We depend on peasant, semiwild, and wild varieties of cultivated plants. They provide the “new” genetic strains that we use to breed pest resistance, higher productivity, and pollution tolerance into our crops. Genetic engineering offers some hope for the far future in this regard, but for the foreseeable future we will need to save every variety and subvariety we can get. This is now a widely recognized problem. Indeed, it has been recognized since 1846–1848, when North Europe became so dependent on one potato variety (the “lumper”) that a strain of potato blight (Phytophthora infestans) specially adapted to lumpers led to millions of deaths and millions of emigrants from Ireland, Germany, Poland, and elsewhere. The “Irish”—actually European—Potato Famine had more effect on history than most wars, let alone most kings (Salaman 1949). Local strains of potato in the Andes and Chile are now carefully sought and conserved to keep us one jump ahead of the potato blight.

In many other cases, however, we are allowing stocks to erode (Collins and Qualset 1998; Pollan 2006). The United States has seen perhaps 7000 varieties of apples grown within its borders. About 5000 of these are now lost (Ripe 1994), though heirloom varieties are now being rediscovered in old orchards. Fortunately, centers and organizations devoted to conserving fruit tree varieties are now working hard to find these. Palomar State Park, California, conserves an old settler’s orchard—abandoned probably in the Depression—in which
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