
Environmental Ethics and Land Management
ENVR E-120

http://courses.dce.harvard.edu/~envre120

Timothy C. Weiskel

Harvard University Extension School
Fall Semester 2009

Agriculture, Land Management, and the 
Emerging Water Crisis

Session 8
20 October 2009



Tim Weiskel - 2

Remember, worldviews are not so much  
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Implicit theories  Colonial (Financial) Worldview 

Community       The moral community is made up of those who share in capital to 
undertake investments in industrial capacity and trading ventures 

System      The system consists of investors engaged in differential strategies of 
investment throughout the world. The world as a whole is available as a 
theater for profitable investment.  Financial resources knit the system as a 
whole together. 

Authority      Authority is vested in trans-national and multinational alliances and 
agreements that work to facilitate the unimpeded movement of capital 

Change      Change occurs through the identification and investment in new ideas..  
Change is good and has become essential for competitive survival of rival 
financial groups.  Growth is both good and necessary. 

Agency     The investor is the agent of change in the system.  The state should act to 
facilitate and “free up” the potential for the global movement of financial 
resources.  

Time     The focus is upon the next “quarter” or a shortened time horizon 
determined by a calculation of the annual average rate of profit.  Rapid 
“turnover” of capital is necessary for maximum profit generation.  
“Time is money.” 

 

 

Finance Capital Worldview
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Summary of Progression in Colonial Worldview

Social systems dominated by a mercantile, industrial and, 
finally, a financial capital view the world in similar 
ways. In each stage of capitalist consciousness there is:

• a common assumption that growth is good & growth is 
normal; infinite growth is both possible and desirable.

• a hastening of the theory of time -- that is, a 
“shortening” of the effective time frame within things 
are expected to happen (time is money, we cannot 
“waste” it, etc.  Time is that phenomena which by being 
expended generates growth automatically through 
returns to capital – ie. “interest”).  
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Over all Colonial Worldview - Summary

Further, there is in this evolution of worldviews:
• a removal of the locus of power over decision making

from the physical bases of ecosystemic dependence. 
Economy and moneyed wealth thought to be 
autonomous.  Money generates interest automatically 
– “spontaneously,” all on its own.

• a collapse of consciousness from system to sector
 to “virtual” reality. (stock market paper 
“investments,” etc.) Movement to specialized 
concerns, generalized indifference and post-literate 
consciousness.



The 1990s saw an enormous boom 
in SUV sales and a boom in 
suburban sprawl – all made possible 
through a continuously expanding 
economy. 

Our President became famous for 
his encapsulation of the issue: 

“It’s the economy, stupid”.

Under President Clinton the 
U.S. economy enjoyed the 
longest sustained period of 
continuous growth in U.S. 
history…

http://www.climate-talks.net/2008-ENVRE130/Video/20061013-YouTube-BMW-Powder-Keg.htm�
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The 1990s saw an enormous boom 
in SUV sales and a boom in 
suburban sprawl – all made possible 
through a continuously expanding 
economy. 

Our President became famous for 
his encapsulation of the issue: 

“It’s the economy, stupid”.
BUT

…we had a growing 
economy based on a 

non-renewable?
(Who was really stupid?)

http://www.climate-talks.net/2008-ENVRE130/Video/20061013-YouTube-BMW-Powder-Keg.htm�
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http://ecojustice.net/2006-ENVRE120/Class/Sprawl-Inner-City-Blues.htm�
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Sprawl and the ‘Colonial’ worldview...

Atlanta has been identified 
as the “poster-child” of 
sprawl.

Sierra Club calls it the 
most sprawl-threatened 
city in the United 
States. *

http://www.sierraclub.org/sprawl/�
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Atlanta Sprawl

The counties around Atlanta 
have experienced 
phenomenal growth. 

National urban policy groups 
have focused on the region 
and its problems. * 

Even farmers have had their 
say. *

http://www.brookings.edu/reports/2000/03atlanta_center-on-urban-and-metropolitan-policy.aspx�
http://www.farmland.org/programs/protection/default.asp�
http://ecojustice.net/Lincoln/news/Atlanta-Sources.htm�
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Atlanta has 
experienced 
“white flight,” as 
the more affluent 
leave the “core” 
and move to the 
sprawling 
“periphery.”
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Problems, Issues and Perspectives
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Growth of r-Selected Species
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Does “carrying capacity” really increase 
with the discovery of new resources –
like, for example, a new hemisphere, or 
land on the “edges” of cities? 

Well perhaps it appears so for a while to 
any “r-selected” species….
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In fact, space science is now making available the 
technology that make careful urban comparisons 
possible. * *

Detroit also provides a classic case study of sprawl 
and its link to racism….
These two simultaneous aspects of sprawl need to be kept in 
clear focus:

1) the expansion outward from the city center to “new” 
and “virgin” housing tracts *

and 2) the disinvestment in the city center left behind. *

We are likely to see “The End of Suburbia” in the relatively 
near future… 

Atlanta is not alone in America...

http://www.smartgrowthamerica.org/sprawlindex/sprawlindex.html�
http://science.nasa.gov/headlines/y2002/11oct_sprawl.htm?list80134�
http://ecojustice.net/2006-ENVRE120/Class/Sprawl-Inner-City-Blues.htm�
http://ecojustice.net/2006-ENVRE120/Class/Sprawl-Fat-of-the-land.htm�
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Perhaps not the 
end of the 
world….

…but the end 
of the world as 
we know it.



And because of its “car culture,”  America is “addicted” to oil. 
Our leadership knows this…

http://www.climate-talks.net/2008-
ENVRE130/Video/20080422-YouTube-Klare-Oil-Dep.htm

http://www.climate-talks.net/2008-ENVRE130/Video/20080422-YouTube-Klare-Oil-Dep.htm�
http://www.climate-talks.net/2008-ENVRE130/Video/20080422-YouTube-Klare-Oil-Dep.htm�
http://www.climate-talks.net/2008-ENVRE130/Video/20080422-YouTube-Klare-Oil-Dep.htm�
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http://www.climate-talks.net/2008-ENVRE130/Video/20080627-PBS-Bill-Moyers-Oil-Bush.htm�
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http://www.google.com/search?sourceid=navclient&ie=UTF-8&rls=GGLC,GGLC:1969-53,GGLC:en&q="Peak+Oil"�
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hubbert_peak_theory�
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http://my.extension.harvard.edu/icb/icb.do?keyword=k63353&pageid=icb.page296312&pageContentId=icb.pagecontent589694&state=maximize�
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Over all Colonial Worldview - Summary

• All of these things  leads us to the growing 
illusion of increasing command and control over 
economy -- and therefore the ecosystem.  

“Having expanded upon….”

BUT we are often 

“…most ignorant of what we are most assured.”
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“…Drest in a little brief authority,
Most ignorant of what he’s most assur’d”
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Commanding Heights - excerpt

http://www.climate-talks.net/2008-ENVRE130/Video/20090618-YouTube-Commanding-Heights-03.htm�
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“…Drest in a little brief authority,
Most ignorant of what he’s most assur’d”
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“…Drest in a little brief authority,
Most ignorant of what he’s most assur’d”

“…she tried to sound the 
warning….Nobody listened.”

http://www.climate-talks.net/2008-ENVRE130/Video/20091020-YouTube-Frontline-Warning-2.htm�
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http://www.climate-talks.net/2008-ENVRE130/Video/20091020-YouTube-Frontline-Warning.htm�
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“…Drest in a little brief authority,
Most ignorant of what he’s most assur’d”

http://www.climate-talks.net/2008-ENVRE130/Video/20091020-YouTube-Frontline-Warning-Prologue.htm�
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“…Drest in a little brief authority,
Most ignorant of what he’s most assur’d”

“…he was the enforcer…”
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Equation for Understanding the 
Dynamic of Exponential Growth 

You can use this 
formula to calculate 
any phenomena at time 
“B” with initial input of 
“A” at an earlier point 
which is known to 
grow at an fixed rate 
“y” over a known 
period “n.”

High-school algebra is sufficient here -- no need for 
rocket science.
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Equation for Understanding the 
Dynamic of Exponential Growth 

You can use this 
formula to calculate 
any phenomena at time 
“B” with initial input of 
“A” at an earlier point 
which is known to 
grow at an fixed rate 
“y” over a known 
period “n.”

High-school algebra is sufficient here -- no need for 
rocket science.

“Drest in a little brief authority,
Most ignorant of what he’s most assur’d”

…this cannot go on indefinitely.
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Population Growing at 1.8%
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This pattern becomes the profile of 
expectation in cultures that have 
emerged from a history of 
colonialism and habits of imperial 
expansion.

People from these cultures come to 
the world with “r-selected” values 
and expectations NOT 
“k-selected” ones. 
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Our evolving relationship to the land manifests our underlying 
colonial and imperial worldview.
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Our evolving relationship to the land manifests our underlying 
colonial and imperial worldview.
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Indeed, all of our sprawl culture with its economy based on 
Wal-Marts, and global resource extraction depends on carbon fuels.

Consider the rise in the importance of oil in the American 
food system…. 
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But How Much is Enough in an Ecosystem ..?
(the nature and pace of changes immediately ahead -1)
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But How Much is Enough in an Ecosystem ….? 
(the nature and pace of changes immediately ahead -2)



Tim Weiskel - 73

But How Much is Enough in an Ecosystem….? 
(the nature and pace of changes immediately ahead -3)
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