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The present trajectory of life on this planet is unsustainable, and the underlying causes of our
environmental crisis are inseparable from our social and economic systems. The massive
inequality between the rich and the poor is not separate from our systems of unlimited growth,
the depletion of natural resources, the extinction of species, or global warming. As climate
predictions continue to exceed projections, it is clear that hopelessness is rapidly becoming our
worst enemy. What is needed—urgently—is a new vision for the flourishing of life on this planet,
a vision the authors are calling an ecological civilization. Along the way they have learned that
this term brings hope unlike any other. It reminds us that humans have gone through many
civilizations in the past, and the end of a particular civilization does not necessarily mean the
end of humanity, much less the end of all life on the planet. It is not hard for us to conceive of a
society after the fall of modernity, in which humans live in an equitable and sustainable way with
one another and the planet. This book explores the idea of ecological civilization by asking eight
key questions about it and drawing answers from relational philosophies, the ecological
sciences, systems thinking and network theory, and the world’s religious and spiritual traditions.
It concludes that a genuinely ecological civilization is not a utopian ideal, but a practical way to
live. To recognize this, and to begin to take steps to establish it, is the foundation for realistic
hope.
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SLETTOM, GENERAL EDITORSeries Preface:Toward Ecological CivilizationWe live in the
ending of an age. But the ending of the modern period differs from the ending of previous
periods, such as the classical or the medieval. The amazing achievements of modernity make it
possible, even likely, that its end will also be the end of civilization, of many species, or even of
the human species. At the same time, we are living in an age of new beginnings that give
promise of an ecological civilization. Its emergence is marked by a growing sense of urgency
and deepening awareness that the changes must go to the roots of what has led to the current
threat of catastrophe.In June 2015, the 10th Whitehead International Conference was held in
Claremont, CA. Called “Seizing an Alternative: Toward an Ecological Civilization,” it claimed an
organic, relational, integrated, nondual, and processive conceptuality is needed, and that Alfred
North Whitehead provides this in a remarkably comprehensive and rigorous way. We proposed
that he could be “the philosopher of ecological civilization.” With the help of those who have
come to an ecological vision in other ways, the conference explored this Whiteheadian
alternative, showing how it can provide the shared vision so urgently needed.The judgment
underlying this effort is that contemporary research and scholarship is still enthralled by the 17th
century view of nature articulated by Descartes and reinforced by Kant. Without freeing our
minds of this objectifying and reductive understanding of the world, we are not likely to direct our
actions wisely in response to the crisis to which this tradition has led us. Given the ambitious
goal of replacing now dominant patterns of thought with one that would redirect us toward
ecological civilization, clearly more is needed than a single conference. Fortunately, a larger
platform is developing that includes the conference and looks beyond it. It is named Pando
Populus (pandopopulous.com) in honor of the world’s largest and oldest organism, an aspen
grove.As a continuation of the conference, and in support of the larger initiative of Pando
Populus, we are publishing this series, appropriately named “Toward Ecological
Civilization.”John B. Cobb, Jr.ContentsSeries Preface: Toward Ecological CivilizationWelcome
MessagePreface:What Is Ecological Civilization?Introduction: Why These Particular Questions?
Question 1:Why “Civilization” and Why “Ecological”?Question 2:What Are the Underlying
Causes of Ecological Catastrophe?Question 3:Is Ecological Civilization Merely a Utopian Idea?
Question 4:What Are the Foundational Insights of the Ecological Civilization Movement?
Question 5:What Other Movements Are Allied with Ecological Civilization?Question 6:How Does



One Begin Building an Ecological Civilization?Question 7:What Does Ecological Civilization
Look Like in Practice?Question 8: Why Does Ecological Civilization Bring Hope?Welcome
MessageThis book is about the most urgent threat that humanity faces today, which may just
make it the most important book you have ever held in your hands. A growing number of activists
and scholars are framing the challenges of this threat—and the solutions—using the concept of
ecological civilization. Unfortunately, these are not words that one hears all the time; for some,
this book is actually the first time they will have heard the term at all. Therefore, we have
attempted to be as straightforward and as non-technical as possible.Hopelessness may just be
our worst enemy at this point. However, the authors of this book, and the scholars and activists
we have consulted, have discovered a fascinating feature of ecological civilization: the term
brings hope unlike any other term we are aware of. For one, it helps us lift our eyes above the
current threats to what will come afterwards. And, as it turns out, the idea is not just utopian; it
actually offers guidance for lifestyle choices and policy formation in the present.But there is
another, and perhaps more surprising, strength to the term. It offers long-term hope, reminding
us that humans have gone through many civilizations in the past. The end of a particular
civilization does not necessarily mean the end of humanity, much less the end of all life on the
planet. It is not hard for us to conceive of a society after the fall of modernity, in which humans
live in an equitable and sustainable way with one another and the planet.While ecological
civilization offers long-term hope, it also provides values to guide the things we do today. You
support co-ops and alternative economic models. You begin to farm the land around your house
or in your city. You implement new forms of value-based education. You join an eco-village and
seek to lower your impact on the planet to one “carbon footprint.” As you make these changes,
you begin to realize that these are concrete steps toward the development of an ecological
civilization. Your actions, and the actions of more and more people around you, are actually part
of birthing a new kind of civilization. We don’t yet know whether these acts will avoid the
economic and social collapse that threatens the planet. But even if they don’t, they are still
setting the course for what comes afterwards.This volume is the result of hard work from several
people who helped research and formulate some of the material, which was then compiled and
used by the two authors. It is a team-written book, and no one person gets all the credit.
Contributing to the result were John Becker, John Cobb, Pablo Diaz, Marilyn Greenberg, Jack
Patrick Sargent, and the Institute for Ecological Civilization team as a whole. We owe a special
debt of gratitude to our mentor, John Cobb, whose vision of ecological civilization has strongly
influenced all of us. But we also owe much to other mentors, scholars, scientists, political
theorists, economists, and visionaries whose work has advanced and directed our thought. We
are reminded that the vision of “ecological civilization” comes to us from Chinese scholars and
policy makers, from whom we have learned much.What these pages offer to you is far richer
because of the work of the 1500 members of the ecological civilization working groups at the
2015 “Seizing an Alternative” conference at Pomona College in Claremont, California, and the
support of some additional 500 people who came to the keynote addresses. We express our



gratitude to all those people, known and unknown, who have thought and acted prophetically to
begin to move humanity in a new direction.Preface:What Is Ecological Civilization?John B.
Cobb, Jr.The term “ecological civilization” comes close to being an oxymoron, that is, an
internally self-contradictory term, like “a black-haired blond.” That our goal is threatened by that
status indicates the extreme difficulty of the task that lies before us. “Ecological” points to the
natural world that develops the complexes of living things that are possible in all sorts of
contexts. We humans are impressed by the richness of the systems that nature develops and by
their resilience in the face of changes in climate. We recognize that human involvement in an
ecosystem almost always impoverishes it. Perhaps this is not true of some gathering and hunting
societies, but it is sometimes true even of them. And it has certainly been true of all
civilizations.Indeed, “civilization” is partially defined in terms of humans altering their
environment in favor of the immediate desires of their species. At least some gathering and
hunting societies do little of that, instead adapting themselves to the environment. In contrast, a
civilization changes the environment intentionally and successfully, so as to provide what
humans want. In this sense, it might seem, a civilization is inherently anti-ecological. How then
can we describe the goal for humanity as transitioning to ecological civilization?To achieve an
ecological civilization would not be to give up modifying nature, but to learn to do so in ways that
we can learn from nature and from its success in creating ecosystems that over time increase in
complexity and richness. In general, natural ecosystems enrich the soil; that is, they multiply the
life in the soil, which then, in turn, increases the quality of the ecosystem it supports.
Unfortunately, most human civilizations have been accompanied by forms of agriculture that
involve replacing natural ecosystems with monocultures. The grains that have played the central
role in feeding growing populations have required annual ploughing, which always involves
some loss of topsoil. As the human population has grown over the last few hundred years, and
agriculture has been transformed into agribusiness, the loss of topsoil has accelerated. The
inherently unecological character of modern civilization is now visible on a global scale.And yet
viable alternatives exist, ready to be implemented. Consider the work of Wes Jackson of the
Land Institute in Kansas, who demonstrated that farmers do not have to raise food using only
annual monocultures. Over millennia, monocultures have been the easiest way to increase food
production. But when a practice proves unsustainable, a human society can learn from nature
how to produce food in ways that regenerate the land. What Jackson learned from the prairie
was that it could produce abundantly in ways that deepened and enriched the soil. It did so with
a polyculture of perennials instead of the monoculture of annuals that agribusiness has imposed
on farmland around the world.Humans had imposed their monoculture of annuals so as to
produce more of what humans directly require—grain seeds. Most agriculturalists insisted that
there was no other option. To move to perennials, they argued, would be to accept great
reductions in production at a time when food was beginning to be globally scarce. But Jackson
did not agree, and over several decades he developed one grain, kernza, that is perennial and
yet produces as much humanly edible seed as any annuals. Other grains are on the way, and



there is still much to be done to shift from monocultures to the sort of polycultures that nature
has shown to be healthiest. But that this is impossible has now, once and for all, been refuted.
One enormous obstacle to a global transformation of food production has been overcome.
Similar solutions exist for the transition away from a meat-based diet, which has massively
damaging environmental consequences.Humanity can feed itself ecologically. Of course, this
will require enormous changes in customs and practices. It will not occur by itself. Shifting to
ecological food production will not be easy. One success is not enough. But there is now good
reason to believe that the idea of ecological civilization is not an oxymoron. Civilized people can
learn from nature how to create a sustainable global society.Some years ago, Paolo Soleri
proposed that, instead of continuing to build unecological cities, we should build architectural
ecologies, which he called “arcologies.” Sadly, none has been built. We have continued to build
in a way that removes thousands of square miles of fertile land from food production and
requires an enormous amount of energy for heating and cooling and transportation. How
different this would all be if we had paid attention to Soleri fifty years ago.Since there still seems
to be little interest in building cities in an ecological way, one might ask why I bring this up at all. It
is to show that whether we develop an ecological civilization is a matter of our choosing. There is
nothing objectively impossible about the transition. Cities could easily meet all the needs they
are designed to meet with a relatively small amount of solar energy. And they could occupy a
tenth of the space they now cover. Far more land could be left for agriculture, recreation, and
wilderness. Cities could fit into a context of natural ecologies and agricultural ecologies, and
their internal life could also have an ecological character.By an ecological life among human
beings, I mean healthy communities. Humans are inherently social beings. If they find
themselves in flourishing communities, life will be good, and they will enjoy contributing to the
groups in which they find themselves. These local groups will be able to shape their own lives as
they desire to a large extent. This would be easier in an arcology than in our sprawling suburbs
and impersonal apartment buildings, but much can still be done to organize ourselves in
neighborhoods in which people take some responsibility for one another and for the group as a
whole.Beginning from where we now are, these are difficult goals. But they are not impossible.
They are about recovering something we humans once had and have too often lost. The idea of
community life and practical self-government is not sheer fantasy. In some parts of the world,
and it is in those where people are happiest, it exists even now.The term “ecological” enriches
the idea of community. Communities are easiest to develop among homogenous people. It
would be a serious mistake to condemn homogeneous communities. But they are not the
ultimate ideal and, in any case, they are likely to become rarer. An ecosystem is composed of a
great variety of entities and especially of living things. Although we would not want all of the
types of relations found in an ecosystem to be copied in a human community, we have learned
that variety, even quite basic difference, can enrich a community rather than destroy it.However,
by itself, having numerous local communities does not constitute or insure an ecological
civilization. Human beings have a strong tendency to organize their view of one another in terms



of “us” and “them.” The modern view of human beings as self-enclosed and self-interested
individuals has little support in history. But there is lots of support for the view that human beings
will give their lives, if need be, for their tribe, or nation, or some other “we.” This is noble and
endearing, but too often their devotion to their own community is expressed in hostility to others.
Too often this results in mutual slaughter. What is locally healthy and fulfilling turns out to be
perhaps the greatest obstacle to a global ecological civilization.We cannot reduce our concern
for local communities. An ecological civilization can include a few extreme individualists, but
individualism cannot sustain a civilization as a whole, or any of its parts. An ecological civilization
will be one in which each community considers itself to be in community with other communities.
In a world in which our national propaganda demonizes other communities in order to make us
willing to make sacrifices for our own, this alternative may seem unrealistic. But, in fact, it is a
natural part of life for all of us.Let us suppose that we live in a village that has a strong sense of
identity. We will consider the other villagers as part of us and take pride in what our village
achieves. But in most countries, we will also have a wider sense of “we” that includes not only
our own village, but neighboring villages as well—perhaps a county. And taking pride in the
county, even in competition with other counties, does not prevent us in other contexts from
identifying strongly with our state. And, in fact, in our world, the sense of “us” is likely to be
strongest at the national level. To call for a nation to be a community of communities of
communities of communities is not a drastic change from what often already exists.To be
together with others in a community does not preclude competition. Team sports create a strong
sense of community in competition with other teams, but only rarely does it create genuinely
hostile or destructive feelings toward competitors. Some competition among neighborhoods
may be incompatible with inclusive community, but other forms can be healthy. Neighborhoods
can compete to see which can deal best with their trash or most reduce the use of fossil fuels.
This will not prevent them from cooperating on other projects.The most serious problem in our
present global system is that at some point there is no larger “we.” Americans may sometimes
consider that the “we” includes friends and allies, but thus far this has always been over against
“them”: the dictators, the Communists, the terrorists, the “axis of evil.” This is the greatest
political challenge. Can we unite in facing the dangers to our species and to our planet so that
we really think of “we humans,” or even “we living beings?” Yes, it is possible. Millions of people
already think this way. But thus far those who control our media and our education do not want
this, and they are able to use the very deep tendency to feel threatened by “them” to gain their
ends in our society.Obviously, there is much more to be said about an ecological civilization.
Civilization involves education, so ecological civilization requires ecological education (Finland
is perhaps leading the way here). It requires an ecological economics, and that has been quite
fully developed in theory, although a very unecological economics still dominates the world. It
requires that technology and science rethink their self-understanding and role in the service of
an ecological civilization.My hope has been to illustrate what is involved in an ecological
civilization without claiming to spell out the one pattern that all peoples should adopt. Variety is



important. The idea that everyone voting is the sine qua non of healthy politics should not, I
think, be universalized, although to me it seems that in an ecological society people should have
as much control as possible over their own lives and the rules under which they live. Am I going
too far? Perhaps. It seems to me that in schools we should encourage group activities and
accomplishments and not organize so much around individual competition. Am I becoming too
specific?Those of us who are committed to working toward an ecological civilization, at least at
this stage, propose many specifics. Some may be simply rejected. Others may be affirmed for
some cultures but not others. Some may hold up under criticism so as to become goals for all.
We understand that global ecological civilization should contain a variety of regional and local
ecological civilizations. To join in working toward ecological civilization is to join the conversation
about what it would be like everywhere or in some one location.I have indicated my strong
judgment that its agriculture will be based on a polyculture of perennials. But if someone can
show that this should apply only in limited areas and the approach to agriculture elsewhere
should be different, the discussion of what constitutes an ecological civilization may be enriched.
I expect, indeed, I hope, that a decade from now the ideas about how a civilization can be
ecological will have developed so that this book will be recognized as an expression of one
stage in the overall movement. Everyone who truly cares that humanity has a healthy future on
this planet, and who recognizes that much that we are now doing works against that future, is
welcome to join us. All are also free to work with us to find better language to talk about our
goals.In closing, I would like to add a word about the history of the idea. It originated in Russia,
but was first fully developed in China. Eventually it won its way into the constitution of the
Chinese Communist Party. I suspect that the lack of opposition came from the assumption of
many that it was being considered as a “postmodern” goal. They may have been fully committed
to modernization and thought that first China would modernize. Only then, in a rather remote
future, would China go on to perfection.Others, of course, understood it to mean a strong
emphasis on ecological matters here and now. Some of them were involved with Zhihe Wang
and Meijun Fan in promoting what they called “the second enlightenment,” strongly influenced by
the philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead. As a result, in China Whitehead’s thought and
ecological civilization are related in many people’s minds. This connection was strengthened by
the fact that the Tenth International Whitehead Conference in 2015 featured the goal of
ecological civilization.We in Claremont were invited to take the lead in annual conferences
spelling out the meaning and practical implications of “ecological civilization.” We have held
twelve so far. In these conferences and in our work in China we have, with some success, made
the goal of ecological civilization controversial by suggesting that it subordinates the aim to
modernize.The transition to organic, systemic, and ecological thinking is not dependent on a
single philosopher, leader, or country. Many people are reaching the basic ideas independently.
The chapters that follow include a variety ideas, voices, and approaches. One does not have to
be a scholar or philosopher to understand them. But reflection on what the goals are, and what
major transformations will be necessary for us to achieve them, is a crucial step. We hope this



brief introduction will guide and inspire readers to embrace, and to work toward, a genuinely
ecological civilization.Introduction:Why These Particular Questions?John Cobb, perhaps the
best-known proponent of ecological civilization in North America, has just offered a first
introduction to our topic. Before we turn to the eight central questions about ecological
civilization, it will be helpful to formulate the core assumptions on which our exploration is
built:We face a twofold task: We need to understand what is meant by ecological civilization if it
is to function as a meaningful goal. And we need to clarify what are its implications for action and
policy across the various sectors of society.A number of conceptual sources contribute to the
notion of ecological civilization. It has philosophical roots in a philosophy of organism and
internal relations (instead of mechanism), such as one finds in the process philosophy of Alfred
North Whitehead and related thinkers. It receives theoretical support from the ecological
sciences, learns from connections with systems thinking and network theory, and draws
inspiration from the world’s religious and spiritual traditions.Working toward an ecological
civilization is not a romantic or utopian ideal. It does not mean returning to a pristine primordial
state where humans have no impact on nature. It does however require learning to live in
harmony with nature, helping to create ecosystems that increase in complexity and richness
over time.Underlying the language of ecological civilization is a holistic vision in which all
aspects of society are rethought in terms of the ecological frame: agriculture, education,
governance, economics, community, and more.Alongside its theoretical content, the goal of
ecological civilization has many specific implications. It involves concrete changes to how we
farm, how we build our cities, and how we achieve healthy communities.Humanity does have the
capacity to make the transition beyond the destructive patterns of modern civilization. The longer
we continue our current rates of consumption, the more difficult the transition becomes.Humans
will only succeed at bringing about these changes if we make the transition from tribal thinking
—“us” versus “them”— to “we” thinking. We must move beyond the modern view that human
beings are like individual self-enclosed atoms, driven by self-interest above all else.An
ecological civilization implies a global network of communities within communities within
communities. The network extends downward to local communities, perhaps on the model of
traditional village life; and it extends upward to a global awareness of our interdependence with
each other, with other life forms, and with the planet as a whole.The first step, then, is to attempt
to give the notion of ecological civilization a clearer definition. We will examine its scientific
grounding in the ecological sciences and its historical basis in the history of civilizations. We will
be honest about its difficulties and appreciative of the similar terms and ideas used by our allies
in related movements. We will trace the impact that the transition toward an ecological
civilization is already having around the world. Finally, we will outline some of the steps that
humanity must take as we move beyond the epoch known as modernity and toward the
emergence of a new form of civilization.Taken together, the eight specific questions that follow
offer, we believe, the clearest and most direct way to understand what ecological civilization is.
These are not the only questions that could have been discussed, nor do we wish to discourage



additional questions from being considered. But each of the questions explored in this book
were chosen for a particular purpose.Why “Civilization” and Why “Ecological”? In answering this
question, we begin to unpack the notion of an ecological civilization as a unique forum of human
community. What most clearly distinguishes an ecological civilization from other civilizations is
the relation to the natural world. Whereas a defining characteristic of other civilizations is the
manipulation of the environment for the sake of the people, an ecological civilization modifies the
environment in sustainable and symbiotic ways, considering the well-being of nature as well as
people. This is not a romantic ideal of a return to the pristine purity of nature; it represents, after
all, a form of civilization. Not simply about humans living in harmony with nature, ecological
civilization also entails humans living in peaceful ways with other humans, to promote the
flourishing of all life.What Are the Underlying Causes of Ecological Catastrophe? In answering
this question, two things happen. First, we begin to reorient our thinking toward understanding
the underlying causes—not just the symptoms—of our world’s most urgent threats, which is
essential to adequately addressing these problems. Second, we recognize that the underlying
causes of the ecological crisis are inseparable from social and economic crises. The massive
inequality between the rich and the poor is not separate from an economics of unlimited growth
and the depletion of natural resources, extinction of species, or global warming. Contemporary
civilization is designed to benefit the privileged elite at the expense of the poor and the
environment. We need a new civilization that promotes the common good— human and
nonhuman alike.Is “Ecological Civilization” Merely a Utopian Ideal? Ecological civilization is not
an unattainable ideal, but a vision for a better world that is already beginning to emerge. While
utopian ideals portray carefree futures of peace and abundance, dystopian visions portray
futures of conflict and scarcity. While utopias tend to depict cooperation and sharing, dystopias
depict violent individualism where survival requires looking out for one’s personal interests
alone. Ecological civilization stands between utopias and dystopias by outlining the
requirements for a future of material sufficiency and ecological balance, while recognizing that
the struggle is real. The task is as much about clarifying, and taking, the steps toward an
ecological civilization as it is about outlining the ideal itself. Also, it’s an ongoing process and not
simply an arrival point; the further humanity moves in building the various sectors of society on
ecological principles, the more we will see further possibilities for improvement.What Are the
Foundational Insights of the Ecological Civilization Movement? Answering this question takes us
deeper into the history, philosophy, and fundamentals of the ecological civilization movement.
We all have assumptions about the world, most of which go unexamined in day-to-day life. The
vision of ecological civilization is enriched by those in the Seizing an Alternative movement who
have given much thought to the fundamental philosophical issues at play. All things are
interconnected, so we need systematic, comprehensive, and disciplined processes for mapping
an alternative future. Since the problems are interrelated, the solutions can’t be piecemeal. All
life is intrinsically valuable, so we need a new story—a new paradigm—that appropriately
conveys humanity’s place on this planet. Ideas are important because practice is never free from



theory. Whether we realize it or not, our systems and practices, both societal and personal, are
often informed by unexamined assumptions about the world. Therefore, a change in one’s world-
and life-view should change one’s life and practice. After the paradigm shift in thinking come the
concrete details.What Other Movements Are Related to Ecological Civilization? While an
ecological civilization needs a foundation, it won’t be built on a single stone. As we struggle to
conceive radically different ways of living on the planet, diversity helps increase the complexity
and richness of our conceptions. Therefore, it is important to explore parallel movements that,
with their distinct formulations of the foundational concepts, offer similar visions for a better
future. That is the function of question five. From integral ecology and the goal of an ecozoic era,
to organic Marxism, the Earth Charter, and more, this section examines distinct movements with
shared core values, philosophies, and hopes for the future—each calling for fundamental
systemic change across all areas of society.How Does One Begin Building an Ecological
Civilization? Answering this question begins the transition from theory to practice. By this stage,
you’ll have a basic understanding of the notion of ecological civilization—what it is, what it’s not,
and how it relates to similar movements. This chapter builds upon that foundation, moving from
worldview-level concerns to their concrete implications for life and action. How do we begin to
transform our forms of community, our systems of economics and production, our models of
education, and the functions of culture, tradition, religion, and spirituality? This section takes us
from the contemporary crisis to a clearer understanding of the steps required for systemic
change.What Does Ecological Civilization Look Like in Practice? This may be one of the most
important topics addressed in this book. To answer the question is to bring the vision of
ecological civilization (the “big idea”) down to earth in more tangible ways. Theory informs
practices, which in turn inform theory. By looking at concrete examples of how ecological
civilization is already being realized, the vision becomes that much clearer. And as the vision
becomes clearer, so do the concrete steps for personal and societal improvement.Why Does
Ecological Civilization Bring Hope? We are in an unprecedented period of human history. For the
first time, humanity has the potential to destroy the very capacity of our planet to sustain life. Yet
it’s also the first time we’ve had the ability to create a truly ecological civilization. While the scope
of our global crisis, its environmental and social impacts, can produce a paralyzing despair, the
realistic prospect of creating a world that works for all people and the environment can also
impart hope. While hopelessness may be our greatest enemy, a well-founded hope may be
humanity’s greatest advantage. This closing section will explore the various ways in which
ecological civilization can bring hope.Question 1:Why “Civilization” and Why “Ecological”?The
most direct way to think about the title of this book is to explore each of the two words separately
—civilization and ecological—to better understand how the terms relate to one another.What Is
a Civilization?Civilizations are particular ways that groups of humans—societies, cultures,
countries—organize their lives together. What’s unique about the term is that it expresses the
largest or broadest framework that we can find for expressing commonalities across large
groups of people, large regions of the world, and large expanses of time.As John Cobb



explained in his opening essay, the rise of civilization came with the movement away from
hunting and gathering societies that were tightly adapted to their natural environments, to
societies based on agricultural settlements, which began to alter the natural environment for the
benefit of the people. Modifying nature is a distinctive mark of civilization. But the modification of
nature on the global scale has led to the commodification of nature that lies at the heart of our
current crisis. How we relate to our environment is a fundamental matter, but it is not separate
from how we relate to one another.Groups of people structure their life together in quite basic
ways: What do its members eat? How do they dress? How do they approach family? How do
they express themselves in art and music? What is sacred for them, and what is profane? These
distinctive patterns are their culture. Cultures can be as specific as the insider language of a
group of Middle School friends, or as broad as the Greco-Roman world.Recognizable patterns
are often shared across diverse cultures. When these patterns include writing and social
organization, and when they cover extensive regions and endure over extensive periods of time,
we say that a group of cultures is bound together into a single civilization. In one sense, a
civilization is the sum total of the cultures that it encompasses. It’s a style, a set of practices and
fundamental values that its members share. In another sense, a civilization is far more than the
sum of its parts. Often, the fundamental values and practices of a civilization are tied to an
underlying set of assumptions that pervade all that its members do—assumptions so deep that
people may not even be aware of them.The term “civilization” can be traced back to the Latin
root civilis, which means “citizen” or “city.” The term was not widely used until the 18th century,
however. Most commonly, the term ‘civilization’ refers to a large collection of cultures that
endures over time and expands over large regions. The term can also refer to societies that are
considered advanced, sophisticated, or enlightened (i.e., civilized). Unfortunately, this notion of
civilization has been used to support colonialism and the development of empires in which the
“civilized” groups would conquer the uncivilized “barbarians” in order to save them from their
ignorance. Needless to say, civilization in this sense has contributed to countless atrocities
across human history.In the context of an “ecological civilization,” the term “civilization” refers
broadly to a way of living together with shared values. It encompasses everything from
agriculture and economics, to governance, education, religion, transportation, medicine,
architecture, art, music, and others. It is this broader sense of civilization that is being used by
21st century scholars to identify and study vastly different civilizations around the world and
across the ages. Civilization Studies has allowed us to recognize similarities and differences as
never before.Modern CivilizationOur present civilization (the one for which an ecological
civilization is the needed alternative) is commonly called “modern civilization,” or modernity for
short. The philosopher Charles Taylor is perhaps the leading contemporary scholar of modern
civilization. He has shown how the dominant institutions of modernity have come to seem self-
evident to people today, stating:My hypothesis is that central to Western modernity is a new
conception of the moral order of society. At first this moral order was just an idea in the minds of
some influential thinkers, but later it came to shape the social imaginary of large strata, and then



eventually whole societies. It has now become so self-evident to us, we have trouble seeing it as
one possible conception among others. The mutation of this view of moral order . . . is the
development of certain social forms that characterize Western modernity: the market economy,
the public sphere, the self-governing people, among others.1Taylor emphasizes three distinctive
features of modern civilization:we came to imagine society primarily as an economy for
exchanging goods and services to promote mutual prosperity;we began to imagine the public
sphere as a metaphorical place for deliberation and discussion among strangers on issues of
mutual concern; andwe invented the idea of a self-governing people capable of secular
“founding” acts without recourse to transcendent principles.2These practices and values are so
obvious, so self-evident to moderns, that they have become invisible to us. For this reason, they
appear unchangeable. But are they? Consider five of the conceptual foundations of
modernity:It’s often said that modernity began around 1600. René Descartes, the so-called
father of modern thought, defended a turn to the subject as the sole source of meaning and
value. Descartes viewed animals as mere machines and nature as a background for the
adventures of mind and thought. He thus dichotomized the world into “thinking things” and
“extended things.” This move is not self-evident; most other civilizations have begun with groups
or societies of persons-in-community.Modern philosophy has been largely based on the model
of competition and domination. Already in 1649 the political philosopher Thomas Hobbes
affirmed that the human condition is “a war of all against all,” so that life on earth is “nasty,
brutish, and short.” Charles Darwin’s theory of natural selection was quickly interpreted by his
peers as affirming a nature “red in tooth and claw” (Alfred Lord Tennyson). This attitude of
domination ran across all aspects of human existence and thought, including the domination of
men over women, of lighter skin color over darker skin color, of more powerful nations over
smaller nations, of science over religion, of humans over nonhumans, and of the rich over the
poor. Of course, many forms of partnership existed. But symbiosis, the idea that working
together is the more fundamental strategy for success, was widely rejected.Modern civilization
developed a particularly strong form of individualism. Society exists for the sake of the individual;
analogously, nations exist exclusively for the sake of their citizens (e.g., “America first”). In his
Second Treatise, John Locke taught that the state exists for the sole purpose of preserving the
life, liberty, and property of its (male) property-owning citizens. The philosopher John Stuart Mill
became the spokesperson for this modernist ideal when he argued that the goal of the state is to
maximize the freedom of each individual. John Stuart Mill then extended that tradition, insisting
that the state should limit freedom only in cases where the actions of one person cause direct
harm to another person. The actions of citizens belong in the “private sphere,” Mill said, until they
threaten harm to others; only directly harmful acts, like murder, belong in the public sphere and
may be regulated by the state. Communitarianism—the view that individuals exist primarily for
the good of society, the common good—rarely trumped individualism within the modern
paradigm.Scientific thinking was built on the foundation of mechanism. Descartes’ “extended
things” became for Thomas Hobbes the doctrine that all is “matter in motion,” and for the 18th



century French physician La Mettrie, man became a machine (L’homme Machine). Newtonian
physics sought to explain all motion through laws of force acting on matter. “All life is chemistry,”
wrote Jan Baptist van Helmont in 1648. More recently, as we will see below, the biologist
Richard Dawkins, the great critic of all things religious, sought to explain all human life and
thought (i.e., civilization) in terms of the mastery of our “selfish genes” and, later, in terms of
memes, the cultural analog to genes. Or, as one neuroscientist put it in a recent informal
discussion, “wires and chemicals, that’s all we are—wires and chemicals.” The existence of
moral principles and the possibility that religious beliefs might be true fall to the sword of
scientific critique.Finally, modernism has been, above all, an advocate of itself. All earlier phases
of human history were “pre-scientific” and therefore inferior to the Scientific Age. Modern political
philosophers argued that older political systems, philosophies, and forms of social and political
organization have been superseded. The great progress that humanity has made is due to the
principles of modernity, so that now the correct attitude is meliorism—the belief that society is
getting better and better.
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Stanley Klein, “My discussion group has chosen the book: "What is Ecological Civilization?.
What was this book for?This book was chosen by a discussion group for discussion. We discuss
one chapter (each chapter is a Question) each month. Before the 8 questions was the Preface
and the Introduction.What did I like or dislike?I have read Preface and Introduction and two
Questions so far and have found them to be really terrific!The first Question was: "Why
'Civilization' and Why "Ecological". That is appropriate for the book titled: "What is Ecological
Civilization".The second Question was: "What Are the Underlying Causes of Ecological
Catastrophe"?I found both chapters to be terrific!Stan”

The book by Wm. Andrew Schwartz has a rating of 5 out of 4.3. 12 people have provided
feedback.
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