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THE EARTH CIRCLE EXHIBIT 

Introduction: 

The Earth Circle Exhibit is a traveling art exhibit consisting of twelve pieces of art, each 

mounted on a two meter standing frame; the frames connect together to form a circle of art. Each 

piece of art in the exhibit has been developed under the influence of an overarching theme in earth 

literacy. This theme and the artist’s statement about the theme appear on the standing frame below 

the artist’s work. The exhibit will be crated and brought to participating high schools for viewing 

accompanied by a lecture on earth literacy topics. Visitors to the exhibit will be led to view each 

piece of art in succession where the themes may be discerned within the piece of art and read below 

it. Hopefully this will lead participants to develop novel ways of considering and thinking about 

human ecology as well as provide a renewed awareness of ecological issues. The earth circle exhibit 

is designed to utilize art as a pedagogical medium, a medium designed to attain affective domain- 

based learning outcomes in addition to the traditional cognitive-based pedagogical outcomes that 

will be provided by the lecture. The desired outcome of the exhibit and lecture is to produce 

lingering images and ideas that may spur additional, higher level thinking and subsequent classroom 

discussions about human ecology. 

The Twelve Themes: 

“Art is not a mirror of reality, but a hammer with which to shape it.” (B. Brecht) 

The Earth is Finite. 

The Diversity of Life. 

The Earth Works in Circles. 

When Humanity Overloads Systems. 

Recycle, Precycle, and Reuse. 

Minimize and Conserve.  



An Analysis of Needs. 

“Money has nothing to do with happiness.” (M. Phillips) 

Diversity in Culture. 

Spirituality in Ecology. 

Hope and Responsibility. 

The Twelve Artists and their media. 

Nita Posey Jones ... Hand Molded Paper 

Wes Koon Etched Flash Glass 

Margaret Inabinet Quilted Fabric 

Chris Torgersen . .. Molded Wood Sculpture 

Thomas Toups .. .. Black/White Photograph 

Vicki Lever Collage of Found Items 

Elizabeth Veglia Tile Mosaic 

Tony Eccles Oil Painting 

Nancy McCardle Molded Clay 

Kat Fitzpatrick Oil Painting 

James Inabinet Handwoven Tapestry 

Carved Wood 

Art as Pedagogy: 

The first theme of the exhibit is the overarching theme of the entire exhibit: “Art is not a 

mirror of reality, but a hammer with which to shape it (Bertolt Brecht).” The earth circle exhibit, 

by design, desires to use art, not to merely reflect upon the experienced reality of the world, but to 

become an active force for changing that macrocosmic reality. Through the viewing, reflecting upon, 

and participating in the art in the microcosmic earth circle exhibit, it is hoped that a change in the  



macrocosm, the overall experience of the world, may be affected and changed. Such an experiential 

change, it is hoped, can be accomplished through the changing of the attitudes and sensibilities of 

participants of the exhibit. Art is to be used in the exhibit as a medium to effect the participation 

of its viewers and through this participation perhaps enhance their subsequent learning about earth 

literacy issues. Learning is the key; the use of the earth circle exhibit attempts to establish its 

pedagogy by utilizing primarily affective and psychomotor domain learning, and secondarily 

cognitive learning. This pedagogical emphasis is quite the opposite of most contemporary schooling 

as evidenced by the three modes of learning. 

The first of the three learning domains is the cognitive domain, the most passive of the three. 

It includes passive listening and learning from what others say (as opposed to what they do); 

cognitive domain learning includes lecturing to students or having them read a book, or a chapter 

in the text-the style is matter-of-fact. Cognitive domain learning is “listen and learn what I say or 

read and learn what I write.” It could be the reading of an historical account of Julius Caesar or a 

listening to a lecture about his life. The second domain of learning is affective domain, a more active 

style than cognitive for it demands the participation of the learner. It may be the animated telling 

of a story that draws the listener in as participant or it may be that the learner watches and models 

the behavior or actions of the one watched whether from a movie, a play, or real-life. Itis “watch 

and learn what I do or learn what someone in my story does or the lessons contained therein.” It 

could be the reading of Shakespeare’s “Julius Caesar” by an animated story-teller or watching the 

play. The third domain of learning is psychomotor domain, the most active of the three. 

Psychomotor learning is doing that which is to be learned. It is “learning by doing.” Learning in 

the psychomotor domain includes building a house to learn carpentry, going to a pond and sampling 

the bottom to learn about benthic invertebrates, or learning to swim by ... swimming. To conclude 

our case with Caesar, psychomotor learning would be the physical re-enacting of the Shakespeare’s  



play, “Julius Caesar” as an actor and helping to build the set. 

Cognitive learning is the most prevalent pedagogical technique utilized in contemporary 

schooling despite the plethora of studies that decry its ineffectiveness, studies that assert the 

effectiveness of both affective and psychomotor domain learning as the most effective means of 

education at all levels. To wit, Joseph Chilton Pearce, in a lecture in New Orleans in 1981 , said that 

after forty years of his personal research he had come to the conclusion that 95% of all learning is 

non-cognitive! Yet 95% of all schooling remains cognitive-based. The earth circle, by its design, 

is meant to de-emphasize the cognitive and emphasize the non-cognitive and by so doing effect 

enhanced learning through the affective and psychomotor domains. 

Using the Earth Circle Exhibit and accompanying Lecture: 

Step One is affective domain learning. It is the taking of the exhibit to a high school in 

Mississippi early in the week, preferably on a Monday, and setting it up there under the auspices of 

the art department. The students (art students primarily) will ideally view the exhibit several times 

during the week and, after viewing the exhibit, they will be asked to reflect upon the themes 

exhibited there. The students will then process what they have seen and journal about their 

reflections. 

Step Two is cognitive domain learning. It is the conducting of the lecture. A lecture about 

the themes of the exhibit will be presented to the art students at the end of the week. Copies of the 

lecture will be provided for reference. 

Step Three is psychomotor domain learning. It is the creation of an earth-oriented exhibit 

by the students. The students will choose one of the themes and create a piece of art that reflects 

their ideas of that theme (much like the artists of the earth circle exhibit did). The art, this created, 

will be exhibited to the student body as a whole. To summarize, it is the combination of all styles 

of learning that is believed to have the best outcomes; the earth circle exhibit, its accompanying  



lecture, and a student-created earth-oriented exhibit will provide such a combination. 

NOTE: the Earth Circle Exhibit has been partially funded with a RAP grant 

administered by the New Orleans CAC and provided by the National Endowment for 

the Arts, the Rockefeller Foundation and the Andy Warhol Foundation. Additional 

Junding was provided by La Terre Foundation.. 

 



EARTH LITERACY LECTURE 

INTRODUCTION: 

What is ecology? My entire discussion is about ecology; so what is it? Fifth grade textbooks 

describe ecology as the study of the environment. What, then, is environment? Third grade 

textbooks describe the environment as everything around you. Combining the two we mi ght say that 

ecology is the study of everything out there. But is that what it is? I take issue with that whole 

notion because it gives the impression that environment is something out there that we are being 

compelled to protect. Our environment is not just out there but it’s in here too. It’s my breath going 

in and out and the millions of bacteria there—a lot of it good bacteria; ten percent of the dry weight 

ofany human is bacteria. It’s the heat of my body that’s warming this room and the electric impulses 

that move my eye from right to left focusing it on you. It’s you too and everything between us. So 

there’s no THE environment out there but only an OUR environment out there and in here and all 

points in-between; it’s only an our environment that includes literally everything—ecology is the 

study of that. There is no estranged out there. We are intimately connected to everything around 

us ... intimately connected; when we forget that simple concept we tend to imperil ourselves and 

everything else. 

THEME 1: THE EARTH IS FINITE: 

This brings us to the first theme ... the finite nature of Earth. When we look at Earth from 

a distance, what is striking is that the Earth is a single, solitary bright blue and green and brown and 

white ball swimming in an ocean of black, an ocean of nothing. How is the Earth different from any 

place else? 

There are lots of stories about the origins of the earth from the Big Bang to the creation story 

in Genesis. There is a native American creation story that posits that the Earth was brought up from 

the depths by a diving coot and placed on turtle’s back where it dried out and begat all life. For the  



purposes of my discussion, the origin of the Earth is irrelevant. I don’t care how it got here, the 

Earth is here, right here where I’m standing and that is undeniable. The philosopher Descartes said 

“I think, therefore I am.” Iwill paraphrase that with “I live on Earth, therefore Earth is.” The Earth 

as it spins out in its ocean of black nothing is not alone, for it is in relationship with the sun and 

that’s a good thing. Without the sun, the Earth would be a lump of icy rock. If the sun were 

removed, taken away by an unseen force, the Earth would be a cold and forbidding place; virtually 

nothing would happen here. A piece of paper laid down outside on the ground would remain there, 

virtually unchanged, for a thousand years. 

It is the sun and its relationship to the Earth that makes things happen here. This relationship 

provides the conditions and processes on Earth that make life possible. The combination of heat 

from the sun and the beneficent atmosphere of the Earth creates a stable temperature on Earth; it is 

neither too hot nor too cold. The composition of this atmosphere remains stable as well with about 

80% nitrogen and 20% oxygen and about one percent of everything else. If there was just a little 

more oxygen, houses and forests would burst into flame on a hot, dry day. If there was just a little 

less oxygen in the atmosphere, breathing organisms like us would asphyxiate. The Earth is the only 

planet we know about that is anything like this one and indeed it is /ife that makes it so. Lynn 

Margulis says life is defined not by what it is but by what it does. Life, to her, is a verb: it was life 

that put the oxygen in the atmosphere and it is life that keeps it at the right concentration—for the 

maintenance of life. James Lovelock, in the late 1960's discovered that he could determine that there 

could be no life on Mars by simply analyzing the Martian atmosphere; it didn’t have oxygen or any 

other signs that life was affecting its atmosphere—so there could be no life on Mars. 

The Earth, again, is a blue and white and brown and green shining ball in an ocean of black 

nothing. It is the only place that humans can live because it is the only place that has the requisites 

for human life. It is the only place that we know of that has sufficient water; it is the only place that  



has the proper temperature range; it is the only place that has significant oxygen in its atmosphere. 

These are the attributes of Earth that make life possible here. There is no place like Earth-at least 

no place close. When it comes to life, there is simply no place else to go. Where else could we go? 

What about Mars? “Life” magazine featured Mars on the cover several years ago touting it 

as Man's Next Home, but Mars will never do because of relatively minor problems like virtually no 

water or air and even if there were an abundance of water on its surface, all of Mars would be in 

nearly perpetual permafrost. Mars is COLD featuring summer temperatures that range between forty 

degrees for a typical summer high and a low of 120 degrees below zero at night. During the winter 

the temperature rarely exceeds 200 degrees below zero. We cannot go to Mars. 

What about Venus—it can’t be cold? The planet Venus is not cold; it is hot ... so hot that any 

available water would immediately vaporize on the surface. Water boils at one-quarter the surface 

temperature of Venus. A kitchen oven gets only half as hot as Venus. Indeed, lead is a liquid there! 

We cannot go to Venus even if we had a way to get there. 

What about the Moon-it shouldn’t be too hot or too cold; it’s close to the Earth and we’ ve 

actually been there! Let’s go to the moon! The moon has virtually no atmosphere; it is too small 

to hold one so it will never do. Even if we brought oxygen there and put it in place, the oxygen 

would float off into space and be lost. But let’s go a step further; what if the moon was perfect for 

life? What if the moon was just like the Earth; if it had all the air and water and plants and animals 

and everything, just like Earth. What about then—another Earth and so close? It still wouldn’t work 

because there would be no way to get us there. It would take millions of space shuttles to move the 

6 billion people living here and a mind-boggling amount of fuel to propel them to the Earth-like 

fantasy moon. And that is just to get the people that are here now up there; what about the increase? 

At present, we are adding about four people every second to the population of the Earth ... a space 

shuttle would have to take off every two or three seconds just to take the increase—how? We-ve got  



to face it! We're not getting out of here! And ... if the space shuttle can only take a few people does 

anybody believe that anybody in this room is going to be one of the chosen ones? I know they won’t 

be taking me! 

The stark truth is that Scotty is not going to beam us up and get us out of trouble. We are 

stuck here on the Earth with no place to go and no way to get us there. We cannot leave the Earth; 

there is no escape. Instead of looking for a way out of here we should be trying to find better ways 

to live here on our planet home. Space exploration is fine as long as we don’t depend on it for 

getting us out of here. Exploring ways to live a more sustainable, viable way on the Earth vis a vis 

the ecological crisis is the important pursuit. 

THEME 2: THE DIVERSITY OF LIFE. 

This brings us to the second theme, the diversity of life. What makes Earth unique in the 

universe? The Earth is unique in what it does; it supports and sustains, creates and enhances life! 

That’s what makes Earth different from anyplace else; the Earth is the home of life, perhaps the only 

home—we simply don’t know! The important thing about life and studying life is, again, not what 

it is but what it does. With life, it’s all about relationships, about relationships of everything to 

everything else. 

Ecology, the main topic of this talk, may be more closely defined as a study of relationships. 

Relationships are the key to understanding ecology which I define as the study of the 

interrelationships between organisms and their natural environment. Ecology is concerned with 

plants, animals, algae, fungi, etc., and most specifically how they interrelate to each other and their 

physical environment: the water, air, soil, etc. In our study of ecology these relationships are not 

only important but critical! When we look at the processes on the Earth closely, with relationships 

in mind, we find that the Earth supports a web of life. There is no such thing as atomized, individual 

species dotted out on a barren, dead landscape. There is no such thing as separate, individual  



organisms, unconnected to everything else. No honeysuckle vine is an island unto itself. No mayfly 

is an island unto itself. No coyote is an island unto itself. No human is an island unto itself. 

Everything is related to everything; they cannot be separated. 

I use a model for relationships on Earth based on tribal wisdom systems that I call the 

Ecology Mandala or the Ecology Medicine Wheel. In this wheel-shaped model, there are four 

aspects or tiers of ecology as observed on Earth. The first is Natural Ecology; that is simply nature 

relating to nature without the interference of humans. It is what nature does if we leave it alone. The 

second is Human Ecology which is humans relating to nature. It is what happens to nature when 

humans do the doings of humans regardless of intentions. Another type of relationship is Cultural 

Ecology; this is humans relating to each other—human-human relationships; it is culture. Finally, | 

there is the relationship between humans and the godhead, however that is viewed: this is called 

Spiritual Ecology. 

We begin our ecological discussion with Natural Ecology. The diversity of life and the 

mechanisms of life on the Earth are subsumed under the relationships that fall under natural ecology. 

I would like to begin by talking about plants because it is the unique nature of plants that 

differentiates this living planet from all others. To tell the truth plants are the single-most important 

organisms on the planet because they make the sun’s energy available to the rest of us—but maybe 

that overstates the matter because, remember, no plant stands alone; no plant is an island. Plants, 

like humans, are composed of bacteria as part of their morphology—indeed they could not exist 

without them; but I still think that plants are critically important, at least to humans because all of 

our fuel comes from plants (oil, gas, and coal are fossil fuels, more specifically mostly fossil plants). 

Also, all of our food comes from plants; in fact, one can eat nothing but a plant even the exclusively 

carnivorous, meat-eating animals. To eat a hamburger, I maintain, is to actually eat a plant because 

it is made from a cow and that cow ate nothing but plants—no plants—no cow-no hamburger. 
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The pre-Socratic philosophers of Greece postulated that everything in the universe is made 

of four elements: Earth, Air, Fire, and Water. These things they said, in different combinations, are 

the building blocks of everything else, both living and non-living. When I was a college student 

studying science, I dismissed this as a ridiculous notion, but now I am not so sure. When we look 

at how the Earth works, its composition and processes, we can find out why this is actually quite 

true. 

To get back to plants and appreciate them for what they are and what they do we have to look 

at what food is made of and where it came from because we’ve all got to eat! Plants are made of 

Earth, Air, and Water: soil nutrients is Earth; carbon dioxide is Air; and Water—is water! What about 

fire? Fire is the catalyst that makes earth, air, and water become a plant. It is the activation 

ingredient; it is the energy of the sun. Plants and plant-like organisms become through the process 

of photosynthesis. These are the only organisms that can actually use sunlight energy to build and 

maintain themselves. Photosynthesis is a complicated series of chemical reactions within the cells 

of plants initiated by sunlight radiation striking its surface. On the surface, this appears to be a 

complicated process, but can be simply put. The important thing, the critical thing, to understand 

about photosynthesis is that it is simply sunlight energy striking and breaking the bonds of water, the 

bonds of carbon dioxide, and the bonds of soil nutrients (compounds containing chiefly oxides of 

potassium, nitrogen, sulfur, and potassium). These pieces parts are then combined and recombined 

into the huge chemical combinations containing all of those elements (and several others in small 

amounts) that literally make up the bodies of plants. That is all there is to it. Plants and their ilk are 

the only organisms that can utilize sunlight energy for survival; all others gain access to this solar 

energy by ingesting plants including the exclusive meat-eaters like my friend Shaun who won’t eat 

salad or beans or vegetables—even fruit—saying that those are things that food eats. 

In the natural world, plants are making the food and everything is eating from its grocery  



store. The store is balanced by the relationships that comprise it (relationships again). In a natural 

system everything is connected by intricate relationships in a finely-balanced milieu. The wolf is 

not a lone wolf; a steppenwolf, but is intimately connected to the rabbit, his food. He is intimately 

connected to the forest edge—his territory or hunting ground and the sizes and shapes of the trees and 

bushes there that give his prey cover and hide them. The rabbit upon which the wolf depends is 

intimately connected to the crimson clover and huckleberry shoots, his food. The nitrogen-fixing 

bacteria is intimately connected to the crimson clover; it is attached to its roots and actually fertilizes 

the soil through putting nitrogen from the air into the soil where it can be used by plants. This 

fertilizer supports the huckleberry. The crow is intimately connected to the rabbit and the wolf as 

well; he eats part of what the wolf leaves. The beech is intimately connected to the Crow; it is where 

she makes her nest so she can breed. The deer is intimately connected to the beech; he eats the small 

saplings that sprout on the edges of the beech’s canopy. The chickadee is intimately connected to 

the beech as well; she eats the seeds (as does the deer and the squirrel and the opossum). It is 

through diversity, lots of different species with lots of niches doing lots of jobs in the forest that 

makes it stable and keeps it working well, supporting all the life that resides there. Take the beech 

out of the forest and problems begin. Perhaps the forest changes into another type or perhaps the 

land dries out and will no longer support a forest. What then of the chickadee? What then of the 

crow? What then of the rabbit? He now has no place to hide, so the population of the rabbits might 

possibly decline until there is not enough to support the wolf. What then? 

The point is that removing even the small, insignificant constituents of an ecosystem can 

cause serious problems to the whole because of the intimacy of the relationships there. Everything 

is connected to everything; in the forest every species is important. Even the make-up of the soil is 

critical; if we take out a single micro-nutrient, specific, important plants may not grow and, as we 

have seen, if plants do not grow, there may be no food for anything. Think about the difference  



between the southeast and the southwest. The only difference between the two climate-wise is 

rainfall. Reduce the rainfall here and we may end up with cacti instead of trees. 

To find out what happens when we subtract a seemingly unimportant species, let’s use 

squirrels for an example; let’s subtract squirrels. If we take out, eliminate all the squirrels through 

over-hunting or poisoning them how much of a difference can that make? To begin, there would 

obviously be much less food for the squirrels predators like hawks and owls and bobcats—but it goes 

much further than that because squirrels actually plant trees; they bury acorns and seeds for the 

paucity of winter, many of which they do not find. Perhaps without squirrels there would be less 

oaks planted; perhaps acorn weevils might get them all before they can sprout (the squirrel puts them 

underground where the weevil cannot get them). Perhaps there would be a similar problem with red 

maples. In the south, squirrels furiously eat the samaras of red maple, the first new food of late 

winter. The samaras occur in early February, well before spring. I have watched squirrels eat these; 

they climb out on the limbs of the tree and pull them off and, as they do, many of them fall and the 

forceful winter winds drive them far away helping them to be planted at the right time and well away 

from the parent tree-the right place. Without squirrels knocking them off they may stay on the tree 

longer. What about squirrel predators? There may be less hawks and owls because of reduced food 

for them and perhaps a glut of mice, a species perhaps less restricted by predation here. 

Who knows the overall effects when we subtract things from an ecosystem-like a 

squirrel-and what about when we add things? Adding things produces the same effect. Swamp 

privet was introduced in the early twentieth century from China by someone wanting a nice hedge. 

It has few predators here in the south where it vigorously replaces the native yaupon and wax myrtle, 

important late winter foods for birds. These are the starvation foods for animals, rarely eaten until 

there is nothing else to eat like in late winter. Now, because of the proliferation of swamp privet, 

there is less room for yaupon than in historic times before the introduction of privet. Anytime we  



look closely at nature, we pull off a piece of the world only to find that the rest of the world is 

attached to it. 

THEME 3: THE EARTH WORKS IN CIRCLES. 

This brings us to the third theme ... the Earth works in a circle, still fully in the realm of 

natural ecology, the realm where nature is relating to nature without human intervention. We have 

looked at part of how the Earth works, now we will learn more of this way by observing the 

constituents of life. Let’s look more closely at photosynthesis by asking first, what plants are made 

of. What are the elements of life? Carbon, oxygen, and hydrogen are the chief elements but there 

are other important ones called nutrients like phosphorus, potassium, and nitrogen. There are others 

as well though present in very small amounts; these are called micro-nutrients and include 

magnesium, sulfur, sodium, etc. Remember that sunlight is the ow, the driving force behind the 

whole process; the elements of life are the what of photosynthesis—the sunlight acts on them; they 

are the raw materials of which all living things are made. Looking at the process of a plant being 

a plant, a redbud tree for instance, water and nutrients (and micro-nutrients) from the soil are 

transported up the trunk through the xylem and into the leaves where they contact carbon dioxide 

that enters through pores on the underside of the leaf called stoma. Simply put, energy from sunlight 

that strikes the leaves breaks the bonds of the carbon dioxide and the water and the nutrients and 

shuffles and recombines these elements into complex compounds, sugars, that literally become the 

body of the plant and the food for everything else. 

This process continues until an adult plant is formed, a tree, stretching its leaf-draped arms 

towards the source of its energy, the sun. The tree lives, doing its thing for a while surviving winters 

and grasshoppers and leaf-eating animals until it eventually dies. There it stands for a while as a 

snag, its trunk the homes for woodpeckers and insects until it finally succumbs to gravity and falls 

to the Earth. Now it sits on the ground, the Earth, where it remains for a million years, unchanged?  



Is that right? NO! It decomposes; it breaks down. All of the elements of which it was made come 

back off and are reintroduced into the world at large. The tree dries out and water vapor floats back 

up into the clouds. The dead tree releases carbon dioxide that floats away to possibly be reused for 

photosynthesis in neighboring trees. Solids from the tree are broken down (literally eaten) by fungi 

and bacteria that return the nutrients back into the ground to fertilize the next generation of plants, 

allowing the growth of the next tree that grows ... and stands tall ... and gets struck by lightning ... 

finally falling ... and decaying ... to make the next tree. 

This is how the Earth works—in a circle. The elements in a plant’s body form a great circle 

of use and reuse, around and around, over and over, accomplished through a series of systems and 

cycles—the very word cycle means circle. The Earth recycles everything. All elements on the Earth 

were created in a star, the Sun, including the elements found in all life-the hydrogen, oxygen, 

carbon, nitrogen, potassium, etc. Many of these elements were once also part of the ocean, part of 

a tree, part of another animal like a wolf, a cabbage, a cow, a pig. We are formed from those very 

same recycled elements, elements that have been recycled and reused by the Earth over and over and 

over ... over millions and millions of years. The process just described is called the nutrient cycle. 

It is the way nutrients, or fertilizers, are provided to the Earth for plants to grow. No one fertilizes 

the forests—it is the forest that fertilizes the forest by recycling the nutrients that are important for all 

life. 

Animal wastes are fertilizer in much the same way as is plant compost. Manure and compost 

have always been renowned as fertilizers; they were the chief forms of fertilizer for nearly the entire 

history of mankind. Similarly in a forest ecosystem, when animals and plants die, they are returned 

to the Earth to become food for the grasses and shoots ... which become food for the rabbit ... which 

is chased and eaten by the coyote ... that runs through the forest in the dead of night ... howling at 

the moon!  



As nutrients are recycled as part of the nutrient cycle, water is similarly recycled in the 

hydrologic cycle. Life cannot long exist without water, the major component of all living things 

(more than 90% of the human body is water). The water cycle begins with a body of water that, 

upon being warmed by the sun, evaporates surface water as vapor into the air. This gaseous water, 

being lighter than air, rises into the atmosphere where it cools forming clouds. These clouds may 

be moved around by wind currents as a function of weather; or they may stay put. Eventually the 

cloud coalesces into water droplets that fall as rain, sleet, hail, or snow. This water hits the ground 

and collects forming rivers and streams that empty back into a lake or other body of water ... where 

the sun warms the water that begins to evaporate ... beginning the cycle anew. 

Water is recycled in this way over and over and over. Note that water from our bodies enters 

the system by sweating, urinating, and simple evaporation as our dead bodies dry out. We take water 

in by drinking and eating—again the circle is complete. Note also that water in our bodies was once 

in a dinosaur or a mouse or a ditch—there’s only recycled water—-and that’s a good thing! Only pure 

water rains down; this is the mechanism by which all water is purified on Earth. 

Carbon and oxygen are cycled too and in much the same way. The carbon/oxygen cycle is 

the process by which carbon dioxide and oxygen are recycled by the Earth. This cycle begins with 

plants breathing-in carbon dioxide from the air. The plant uses the carbon and some of the oxygen 

in the construction of their bodies expelling waste oxygen as a by-product. This oxygen waste 

product is then ingested by animals that, in turn, breathe-out carbon dioxide as their waste product, 

waste that is again taken in by plants repeating the cycle—a circle. An old maxim says: “one man’s 

cast off is another man’s treasure.” This is certainly true in regards to the carbon-oxygen cycle. 

In all of these systems/cycles, the constituents of life, all of them, are used and reused and 

reused again ... over and over again. This is the way of the Earth and is why the Earth has never run 

out of raw materials for creating forest after forest after forest for millions and millions of years each  



one teeming with a myriad of animals and plants and fungi and bacteria and protists living in 

proximity to each other and in relationship with each other, each becoming manifest from the raw 

materials of one that once was. 

Recapitulating Natural Ecology then, the Earth, as we have seen, works in circles, recycling 

elements and compounds over and over, age-old cycles of use and reuse. Our study of ecology tells 

us further that the key to understanding Earth is through understanding relationships, relationships 

of one to the other and everything else, living and non-living, dead and not-dead, that exists on this 

marvelous planet home. The closer we look we find that the Earth’s biosphere is a vast web of life 

and not just independent, individual species dotted on a barren, inert landscape, each separate and 

unconnected to anything else. Our Earth home is a circle that works in circles of use and reuse, 

circles of dependence and interdependence. When we look at the way humans have worked on the 

planet, especially since the dawn of the Industrial Revolution, we find problems. These are problems 

with Human Ecology, the next fundamental ecology on our mandala. These are problems with 

human relationships with the Earth. What are those problems? 

THEME 4: WHEN HUMANS DO NOT WORK IN SYSTEMS/CYCLES. 

Air pollution is an example of a human ecology problem, the degradation of the air we 

breathe. Cities like Denver, Los Angeles, and Mexico City have such chronic air pollution 

problems that there are advisory days when people are supposed to stay inside because it is 

dangerous to go outside and breathe—to go outside and breathe! When such advisories are 

in effect, people with asthma or respiratory illnesses are especially at risk and could literally 

die by going outside and breathing. Indeed many do die. 

Water pollution is another human ecology problem, the degradation of water that we depend 

upon for drinking and many species for living. In 1971, the Cuyahoga River in Ohio caught 

fire and burned-the river caught fire and burned. What are you going to put it out with ...  



water? The Mississippi River is another example of water pollution; it sends over a million 

of cubic feet of water per second over the Continental Shelf-so much water and so polluted. 

There is a dead zone there where there are no fish, no crustaceans, no algae—no life. That 

dead zone is the size of Texas. 

Landfills are a fancy name for something we used to call dumps—just a hole in the ground 

that is filled with the cast off garbage of human activities. Most of that garbage could be 

recycled. There is a landfill not far from my house. It took three years and tens of thousands 

of dollars to get the site permitted; it was fought by local residents tooth and nail. No one 

wants a dump in their backyard and more than one government official lost his job, I think, 

because of his support of the landfill. Now, twelve years later we can see that dump over the 

trees. What was a hole in the ground is now a mountain; soon it will be filled and the search 

will be on for the next dump. Where will it be located ... in your backyard? No one wants 

a dump in their backyard and, on Earth, every place is somebody’s backyard. 

Deforestation is a human ecology problem. Deforestation is of two kinds; one is the 

temporary kind that occurs when a forest is clear-cut but replanted. What of the home of the 

squirrel and the owl, the deer and the turkey? Quite simply they are gone; those animals 

have a choice: either find a new home or perish. Iwas walking on a huge clear-cut near my 

house several years ago and saw two squirrels in the middle of a huge mess of tree tops and 

broken limbs crawling around frantically, their home gone. Squirrels were not made to live 

on the ground. We, Americans, cut a thousand acre forest every week for the New York 

Sunday Times—a thousand acres. But, at least these replanted areas will once again be 

forested. What of the permanently deforested areas, the ones swallowed up by sprawl, by 

golf courses, by pasture? When I was a kid I used to hike three miles from the nearest gravel 

road to a huge oak and hickory grove to hunt squirrels. Now, that place is an elementary  



school and housing subdivision. Go home and ask your parents how much of the forested 

land where they grew up is permanently gone and prepare to be surprised. 

Resource depletion is next. Like cutting down the forests, resource depletion comes from 

the extraction of raw materials for industrial processes. In this case it’s coal, tin, aluminum 

and copper. At least trees can be replanted; with these non-living raw materials there’s only 

so much on Earth; the Earth is not getting any more copper or aluminum or tin and the extra 

coal it’s getting doesn’t amount to much it accrues so slowly. When we mine these 

materials, there’s damage to ecosystems—sometimes to entire regions—and the damage 

doesn’t end there. Smelting and processing these materials creates even more problems with 

pollution of the air and water, with acid rain and toxic waste. In the case of aluminum, we 

literally tear down mountains to mine bauxite destroying or fouling ecosystems. This ore is 

then processed to render pure aluminum that is then processed into cola cans. It takes twenty 

times the energy to make an aluminum can from raw aluminum as it does to take an old can 

and remake it into a new one. We go through all this trouble to make this can; fill it with 

soda; ship it to a grocery store; buy and open it; drink it down: and throw it into a trash can 

that is dumped into a dumpster and shipped to a landfill somewhere ... anywhere ... to fill a 

hole in the ground that no one wants in their backyard. I’m not talking about what we should 

do or can do-but what we do. My county, Hancock, does not even have a recycling 

program-nor even a recycling center. 

Extinctions is the result of loss of habitat most commonly produced by the processes of 

resource extraction. We are cutting out the world’s remaining rainforest at the rate of the 

size of the state of Tennessee every year—every year—and we are doing it so that we can make 

paper and write on it or print it or blow our nose in it and throw it all into a hole in the 

ground. Remember the squirrels in the middle of the clear cut? What if that clear cut was  



the size of an entire county? How would that squirrel find another forest in which to live? 

This is the challenge that rainforest species face and they are simply not up to the challenge. 

Extinctions now are at an even higher rate than the Cretaceous extinctions that eliminated 

the dinosaurs; right now, because of human-induced habitat loss—because we are taking 

natural land and making it human-use land. Humans are proving to be harder on the world’s 

ecosystems, in our day-to-day living, than a comet or a meteor hitting the earth and causing 

a nuclear-type winter! That rainforest cannot be replanted; it cannot come back; it is most 

often clear-cut and planted in a human crop that cannot be sustained because the soil is so 

poor. When it is subsequently abandoned—and it is always abandoned-no rainforest will 

return for centuries. Replanting the trees won’t grow the forest back; the trees won’t grow 

because of the poor quality of the soil. The only reason they grew there in the first place was 

because nutrient cycling worked perfectly there and virtually all the nutrients in the 

ecosystem stayed there to be reused. All of this we do so we can have paper to print out the 

news and throw it all away into a hole in the ground. The rate of extinctions has been 

estimated to be between a hundred a year and a thousand a year according to who made the 

study—extinction is forever. 

Global warming/greenhouse effect is the result of burning. From the advent of fire when 

primitive man discovered it, his penchant for burning has not flagged. All humans are 

pyromaniacs; we don’t realize just how much we burn. Turning on the lights in the house 

is burning coal; driving a car is burning oil-both contribute to global warming. Coal and oil 

were made primarily from plants that died and were buried and converted to fossil fuels over 

millions of years. We are burning virtually all of that coal and oil in at most a few hundred 

years, literally throwing all of that carbon dioxide that was removed from the atmosphere and 

locked up in the fossil fuels over millions of years and throwing it into the atmosphere in at  



most a few hundred years. The Earth is surrounded by a layer of carbon dioxide and other 

gases that create a thermal blanket—it keeps our climates more temperate, more livable. But 

we are adding layer upon layer to that blanket and the Earth is getting warmer. Think about 

a car in a parking lot during the summer, a car that has the windows rolled up—it gets hot! 

Longwave radiation from the sun passes through the windshield and is converted into 

shorter-wave radiation. These bounce around in the car and most of it makes its way back 

out-but some of it doesn’t escape. More radiation comes in; less goes out and heat builds 

up in the car. This is the same process of global warming except it’s the entire Earth that is 

heating up. Global warming is verified by temperature data and carbon dioxide data that has 

been kept since the 1940s. They are nearly perfectly correlated. This data has been 

corroborated with tree ring data that goes back two thousand years; the current warming 

trend is unprecedented in that time period. If you live to be a ripe old age, you will see the 

results of global warming as more and more sea ice melts and raises sea level. Within a 

hundred years from now it is predicted by most climatologists that Greenland will melt and 

sea level rise flooding many cities. It is predicted that everything south of Miami will be 

gone; New Orleans will be gone—indeed most ports will be gone! New York? London? 

Houston? Think about it. 

Acid rain is also caused by burning coal and oil. In this case it is not carbon dioxide that 

creates the problem but the oxides of nitrogen, phosphorus and sulfur that are thrown into 

the atmosphere where they contact with water in clouds and become acids that rain down. 

Acid rain is increasingly becoming a problem everywhere but it has long been a serious 

problem in New England where lakes have been recorded with pHs of 5 or less. This is more 

like vinegar than water. These lakes are beautiful and crystal clear because nothing can live 

in them—nothing larger or more complex than bacteria. These lakes are dead.  



Ozone depletion is next and is actually a success story for environmental activism. With the 

Montreal Protocol, developed nations voluntarily curbed and eventually nearly eliminated 

the production and use of CFCs primarily as a propellant in aerosol cans like hair spray and 

deodorant. Before that, though, a huge hole appeared in the ozone layer over the south pole, 

one nearly as big as north America. Ozone, O3, is an unstable form of oxygen; oxygen likes 

to be in the form of 02. Ozone is formed by high energy atmospheric events like solar 

radiation and lightning; a layer of it surrounds the Earth where it absorbs ultraviolet 

radiation—the cause of skin cancer. The hole in the ozone layer left areas on there Earth 

exposed to elevated levels of ultraviolet radiation, so much so as to become dangerous to 

living things. Australia is within the ozone hole; there it is considered dangerous to go 

outside during the summer months without a long-sleeve shirt and a hat ... dangerous! 

Everywhere, though, the ozone is thinner and more radiation gets through the ozone layer 

now than it did, perhaps, when I was a kid. I never heard of sun screen until I was in my 

twenties; now it’s everywhere and everybody tells us to put it on before we go out in the sun. 

Laying out is considered dangerous now. The ozone hole is still with us to be sure, but, 

thanks to environmental activism, it may not get worse before it starts getting better. 

This brings us to toxic waste. For years toxic chemicals, created by industry, were simply 

dumped into landfills—just a hole dug into the ground with no liner or containment system 

to keep what goes into it from spreading out and contaminating the land and waters around 

it. Many of those old dumps are now covered over with dirt and the toxic waste appears to 

be gone. It may be out of sight, but it is not gone. The toxic chemicals did not go away, but 

are still there. In some places, like Love Canal, it is a silent killer causing cancers and rare 

and deadly diseases. Our bodies were simply not designed to be in contact with some of the 

chemicals our industries create. Dupont, on the Gulf Coast is the number 19 producer of  



toxic waste in America; it is currently under a class action suit by residents that live around 

the plant. In that area cancers are several times more numerous than the areas just a few 

miles away. Rare blood disorders are also elevated. Superfund sites are areas where the 

government is trying to get some of these old, heavily polluted sites cleaned up. At least two 

are in my area, Reichold Chemical near Columbia, MS is one and Bayou Bonfouca in Slidell, 

LA is another. The latter was cleaned up at a cost of tens of millions of dollars. Other sites 

are still unknown and will remain unknown until the people who live around them start 

getting sick in abnormal numbers—then someone will begin to question why. 

As we can see, many of these problems are not getting any better, but worse; some of them 

much worse. A few of them threaten not only many species of animals and plants upon which 

humans and the integrity of the Earth depend; some of these problems actually threaten the very 

existence of humanity! Therefore I don’t agree with the idea of saving the Earth; a student once told 

me that he was glad I was trying to do something to save the Earth. It is not the Earth that activists 

like myself are trying to save, but the Humans! None of these ecological problems are ever going 

to wipe out the Earth; the Earth will survive. What these human ecological problems are showing 

us, though, is that humanity is not adapting to the biosphere; he is not adapting to his home, and 

when a species does not adapt to life on Earth, it always dies and becomes extinct! This makes our 

quest a much more personal one than saving some out there Earth or some out there environment 

that we don’t really care about. This is a quest to virtually save ourselves. Ilove my great grandson 

and my great-great grandson—even though they do not yet exist; if we can find a way to start taking 

care of the Earth, I believe that one day they will exist. 

The Earth, by design, has an enormous capacity to take care of the waste products of its 

inhabitants, including humanity. Animals, and plants for that matter, don’t even think about 

systems; they can only work within them. The human animal, on the other hand, has progressed his  



rational mind to a point that his doing actually has begun to supercede the natural systems around 

him; he has begun to act and work in opposition to them. Itis precisely at this point that the problem 

with pollution and Earth degradation begins. In general, humans and their techniques can negate the 

Earth’s natural cycling approach in three ways; these three human ways as opposed to natural ways 

are what causes environmental degradation. 

Thinking in a line: The first of these human ways is to ignore a cycle; we ignore thinking 

and acting in circles and instead think and act in straight lines. This is exemplified by the way we 

obtain, use, and dispose of our paper products. Simply put, to obtain paper we go to the forest and 

cut down a tree; the tree is brought to a paper mill where it is chipped, processed, and made into 

paper which is then packaged and shipped to Dollar General where we go and buy it. The paper is 

then used and discarded, thrown into a garbage can to be brought to a dump, a landfill. As landfills 

become full and new ones painfully permitted and argued over and finally built at enormous cost, 

we find that landfills are always in a place we generally do not want to fill up with trash—either a 

piece of forest land (homes for animals and plants, etc.) or somebody’s, anybody’s backyard 

(everywhere on the planet is somebody’s backyard). 

This linear pattern has several negative results. The first is that we soon discover that we 

have to go back to the forest to get more trees to make more paper ... and back to the forest ... and 

back to the forest to get more trees for more paper and more trees for more paper ... and we use 

500,000 trees every Sunday in the New York Times Sunday Edition newspaper alone! Herein is the 

driving force behind much of our deforestation problem and it is the deforestation problem, 

remember, that is contributing to much, if not most of, the extinction problem. 

Trees are a renewable resource; at least they can be replanted and grown again in just a few 

decades. What about non-renewable resources like steel, aluminum, and copper? These metals 

don’t work like trees; we cannot just plant an aluminum can in the ground and it grow an aluminum  



tree; the world doesn’t work like that. When we throw aluminum cans into a dump we have to go 

back to the Earth and mine more aluminum ore to make more aluminum creating a resource 

depletion problem with shrinking aluminum deposits not to mention the additional natural habitat 

that is lost in mining as we literally shave the mountains down to get it. 

Finally, the end result of making and using these consumable commodities like paper and 

aluminum cans is that we have to find a place to put the cast-off, used paper. Where are we going 

toput it? It has to go somewhere. This junk, this refuse goes straight into a garbage can ... and into 

atruck ... and to a landfill that eventually fills up and must be relocated creating the landfill problem! 

By thinking in a line, we have created or worsened at least four of our problems: 

deforestation, resource depletion, extinctions, and landfills! What can WE do to help? Idon’t care 

about what the government or somebody else can do; I want to know what just me, someone like me, 

can do to mitigate these problems that are the result of thinking and acting in a line. 

THEMES: RECYCLE, PRECYCLE, REUSE. 

We can recycle! ... when we are recycling we are not going to the forest nearly as much for 

new materials (or to the mountains for aluminum, etc.) and this can help solve the deforestation, 

resource depletion, and extinction problems. Notice also that we are not going to the landfills on the 

other end; with recycling we can thus begin to solve the landfill problem. Precycling and reusing 

are included as part of recycling. The former is choosing a container, for instance, that is easily and 

profitably recycled as opposed to one that is not—an aluminum can of soda as opposed to a glass 

bottle. The use of a glass to drink water at home instead of a paper cup is an example of reusing; the 

glass can be washed and used again while the paper cup is simply thrown away. 

Overloading a system: Back to the ways we don’t work in a circle. The next thing humans 

do in opposition to the Earth’s natural, circular systems is to overload a system. Humanity’s overuse 

of the carbon/oxygen cycle is one such example of a system overload. Whenever something is  



burned, including fossil fuels that were once plants, carbon dioxide is released into the air as part of 

smoke. In a properly functioning carbon/oxygen cycle, much of this carbon dioxide would be taken 

out of the atmosphere and utilized by plants. These plants use the carbon to construct their bodies 

and release oxygen as waste for reuse by animals such as humans. 

In the twentieth century, with the burning of incredible amounts of fossil fuels such as gas 

and coal for transportation (cars) and for power (when the lights are turned on, coal or natural gas 

was probably burned to create the electricity), much more carbon dioxide is being released into the 

air than can possibly be removed by available plant life. The system is being overloaded with carbon 

dioxide that is released into the atmosphere acts as a thermal blanket, trapping heat close to the 

Earth. As we increase the size of this carbon dioxide layer by burning increasing amounts of oil and 

coal for electricity and transportation, more heat is trapped and the Earth begins to warm. This is 

the mechanism behind the greenhouse effect; we are simply burning too much with serious effects: 

greenhouse effect and global warming. 

To see why this is so, let’s look at what is in just about everything we burn: from coal to oil 

to wood, etc. These are all at least primarily made from plants; wood is from plants that are growing 

now; oil and coal are from plants that lived and died millennia ago, hence the name fossil fuels. One 

way of looking at burning is to recognize that when we burn something we essentially break down 

the huge compounds that make up the fuel we burn into its constituent elements: stick oxygen on 

them (burning is essentially an oxidation process); and violently throw these oxides into the 

atmosphere as smoke. Let's look at the principle constituent elements of plants; these include 

carbon, oxygen, hydrogen, nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium, sulfur, and others in small amounts. 

Carbon, the first one listed, becomes carbon dioxide that floats up in smoke. Oxygen and hydrogen 

combine to become water. The oxide of nitrogen is thrown up into the air in smoke and becomes 

nitric acid. The oxide of phosphorus is thrown up in the air and becomes phosphoric acid. The  



oxide of sulfur is thrown into the air and becomes sulfuric acid. In addition to adding to the 

greenhouse effect, burning oil and coal also creates acid rain. 

Rising smoke from the incomplete combustion of fuels also creates air pollution primarily 

because nature cannot remove pollutants as fast as they are going into the system. By burning 

excessive amounts of oil and coal for our transportation needs and for our electrical demands, we 

have thus created system overload resulting in greenhouse effect, acid rain, and air pollution. 

THEME 6: MINIMIZE AND CONSERVE. 

To help solve this problem, we can MINIMIZE AND CONSERVE: we can USE LESS 

ENERGY! This could consist of using the bicycle more or walking more wherever feasible. It could 

be turning off the lights, the air conditioner, the stereo, the TV, etc., when not being used. It could 

mean using a sweater if the house is chilly to warm you and not the whole room. It does not mean 

to sit around in the cold and the dark doing nothing because it saves energy. Using less energy really 

means, if you don’t need it, don’t use it. It has been calculated by the Rocky Mountain Institute that 

we can save as much as fifty percent of our energy by conservation methods alone and if we were 

conserving that half, much of the problem with greenhouse effect, acid rain, and air pollution would 

begin to disappear. 

Tricking a system: The third divergence of humanity from the natural cycling, systems 

approach of the Earth is tricking a system. As the Earth has evolved, systems to solve naturally 

occurring pollution problems co-evolved. The nutrient cycle and the carbon/oxygen cycle are two 

of them. Chemicals naturally occurring on the Earth are familiar to these systems and are within the 

capacity of nature’s nutrient cycle to break them down into simpler compounds that can then be 

reused. The Earth has a limited capacity to perform this recycling function as we have seen with the 

overloading of systems. The Earth can also be tricked and superceded altogether by the manufacture 

and introduction of new chemicals to the system, chemicals that the system has never before  



confronted. These new chemicals are not within the system’s capabilities: they are not recycled very 

well and persist for extended periods of time. An example ofthis is dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane 

++. DDT} 

DDT is a chemical originally developed as a pesticide to control boll weevils and mosquitoes 

in the deep south. DDT controlled them well; it worked so well that even the swamps around New 

Orleans where the Cajuns live became relatively mosquito-free, but it is also a poison to other 

species. Infact, DDT wiped out every eagle south of Missouri and contributed to the decline of kites 

and falcons; it wiped out all of the brown pelicans in Louisiana—their state bird; there were none left. 

Louisiana had to import brown pelicans from Florida so that there would be state birds in their state! 

DDT is toxic for sure, but if it would just go away after it was sprayed it would be much less 

of a problem; the real problem with DDT is that it simply doesn’t go away. DDT was banned for 

use in the US in 1971 yet it is in every mammal on the face of the Earth including the penguin born 

this morning at the south pole. DDT adsorbs into fat cells and never leaves the body; it is passed on 

this way from generation to generation. The real problem with DDT then is that it does not go away; 

the Earth simply does not know how to break it down. This is the epitome of the TOXIC WASTE 

problem; DDT and chemicals like it do not go away but hang around ... and hang around ... 

Another way we as humans trick a system is through the creation of CFCs and halons that 

erode the ozone layer—the ozone depletion problem. These chemicals have been found in products 

like styrofoam, certain fire extinguishers, and hair spray that, by the design of the product or its use, 

routinely release these chemicals into the atmosphere. 

What is the answer to tricking a system? It’s simple! We don’t have to use these chemicals! 

We don’t need styrofoam; we can use reusable plates and glasses and wash them. We don’t need 

to use halon fire extinguishers; non-halon fire extinguishers can be made to work just as well. We 

also don’t need to use many other toxic chemicals in the home and can eliminate them with  



alternatives that are not so toxic. 

As we can see, nearly all of today’s ecological problems stem from tricking, overloading, or 

ignoring the Earth’s natural systems and cycles. These problems, as it has been indicated, can be 

mitigated by recycling, using less energy (and finding alternative, cleaner methods like solar energy), 

and stopping the personal use of certain toxic chemicals. Solving the environmental crisis therefore 

is not doing without, but doing more with less. It’s making a decision to act knowing that if you are 

not part of the solution, you are probably part of the problem. The ecological problems can be 

solved if and only if we have the will and if we start ... now ... 

As we have observed from the previous section, there are several actions we, as individuals, 

may take to help mitigate the ecological crisis. Most notably these include: recycling, not 

using/using alternatives, and using less. The first two, recycling and using alternatives, will be the 

easiest to implement in so much as they require mere changes in habits; they do not necessitate any 

form of sacrifice. The third one, using less, will require sacrifice. Of course it is no sacrifice to turn 

off the lights or the radio when not in the room, but it is a sacrifice to use less water when taking a 

shower; it is a sacrifice to buy better quality but less clothes ... and everything else we buy. If we are 

to implement a form of minimizing regimen, we first need to know what our needs are and know in 

our hearts that everything else is really expendable. Secondly, we need to know actually what goes 

into the production of the things we make, buy and use so that we can see how we actually save by 

using less. 

THEME 7: AN ANALYSIS OF NEEDS. 

In order to implement a minimizing regimen, we, as humans, must know what are our 

minimum necessities for base, human survival. We need to know what it is that humans need to live, 

not to be confused by what he wants. What are the needs of mankind? A list may include the 

following:  



Air 

Water 

Food 

Shelter 

Clothing 

Heat/Cool 

Medicine 

Transportation 

Entertainment 

This is a list, but it is fairly universally accepted. When it comes to needs (in this exercise), 

it is important to note that the needs of an American is the same as that of a Peruvian or a Kung 

Bushman or a Netsilik Eskimo. What is different between the individuals in diverse cultures is not 

the need itself but how the need is met; the particular way and what was used to satisfy the need. 

The need, however, is always the same. An American’s list of needs would be identical to a Chilean 

list. If transportation is the need, an American may use a car; a Chinese woman may use a bicycle; 

a bushman may just walk. 

Some of these needs are a given; they are there for the taking, like air or water (though with 

pollution problems and with allocation problems due to living where water is not plentiful some of 

these may not be a given). Other needs must be met by activity, production, or industry on the part 

of humans. Note that clothing is a need. One-hundred dollar jeans and one-hundred fifty dollar 

tennis shoes are not. When we decide that we need something, it is usually wise to go to the need 

first and not to the solution. That is a very important point ... go fo the need first, then search for a 

solution. 

For example: a lady in a city decides that she needs a car. Upon examination, her needs are  



merely to get to the grocery eight blocks away twice a week and to bingo on Wednesday nights. Yet 

she says that she needs a car; this lady does not need a car! What she needs is transportation. Her 

transportation problem can be solved by having her take a cab to bingo at night when the public 

transportation in her city is dangerous; she may ride the bus to get her groceries when it is safer. If 

she does so, not only does she save the tremendous resources that would have been extracted from 

the Earth and used in the production of a car for her, she saves hundreds of dollars a year because 

a car is expensive to buy and expensive to keep. If she was younger, she probably could have taken 

a bike to bingo; it was only five blocks away. 

What happened in this story is that the lady began her analysis with a want and not a need. 

She may have wanted a car, but she needed transportation. This inefficiency also often occurs when 

considering shelter; people often buy a house much larger than they really need merely to satisfy 

some irrational want. When looking at needs, we can see that minimizing is a way to cut back on 

the amount of materials and resources that we use every day. Everything we use has degraded the 

Earth in its mining and procurement, in its production and construction, and in its transportation 

during construction and on its way to market. In the case of the car, the very use of the product 

degrades the Earth as scarce oil has to be procured and processed and burned to make the car work. 

All of these steps creates a huge infrastructure that is often taken for granted. As this infrastructure 

isreduced through a voluntarily adopted minimizing regimen an enormous impact will occur as more 

and more actively pursue a simpler lifestyle where minimizing resources is actively pursued. 

THEME 9: MONEY HAS NOTHING TO DO WITH HAPPINESS. 

Picture in you mind two houses. One is huge and ornate. It has at least twelve rooms and 

observation decks that look out over ponds and gazebos and horses and tennis courts. A Lexus and 

a Hummer sit parked in the front. Now consider the other house. It is small with no more than two 

or three rooms total. It is a cabin in fact, with a tin roof and a broken bicycle in the front that is up-  



side down being repaired. The first one is obviously inhabited by the rich and opulent; the tenants 

of the cabin are of obviously more modest means. Which of the two are the happier household—t/e 

happier household? We may at first be tempted to say the richer one; we think we would love to be 

rich and that having riches will bring untold happiness—but we know in our hearts that such a theory 

doesn’thold true. We simply cannot tell which house is happier because we know in our hearts that 

money has nothing to do with happiness. The Earth’s plunder is for wealth and power, not for need, 

but contrived wants. What Gandhi said over sixty years ago still holds true: “The Earth has plenty 

Jor man’s need, but not for man’s greed.” 

THEME 10: DIVERSITY IN CULTURE. 

Culture is a human system; it evolves in much the same way as ecosystems. Just as natural 

changes, if advantageous, are selected by nature, cultural changes are selected by human groups and 

survive as part of culture ideally on the basis of effectiveness or efficiency, though not necessarily 

efficient for culture as a whole. Quite often cultural change is decided by a small group or even an 

individual who wields power-as in a king whose will is imposed. For example, if a mechanism for 

human food production produces less or inferior food, it will most likely not be selected and adopted 

into a culture unless it is imposed upon the culture by a group that wields power. Similarly, if a 

system of worship is viewed as heretical by the culturally dominant group, that system will not long 

survive in that culture unless it is imposed upon them by, say, a king. Finally, if a new model of 

commodity distribution is inefficient in distributing clothing to a population it will not survive in the 

culture unless decided by fiat and enforced by coercion. 

Diversity in culture is one sub-theme of cultural ecology. Diversity in culture has the same 

effects on culture that natural diversity has on ecosystems. Diversity seeks to make systems resilient 

to harmful changes that may seem benign on the surface or in the short-term but may prove harmful 

or deadly when exercised over the long-term. New and untested cultural change, when adopted by  



a small subset of culture, can usually only harm them; its effects on the whole are limited. When 

there are many different cultural components as opposed to one, no single harmful one can wreck 

the whole. This means, perhaps, having many different ways of worship, having many different 

ways of accomplishing commodity production and distribution, and having many ways of educating 

the young. With many cultural models as opposed to a single one, it is easier to find solutions to 

seemingly entrenched social problems as well. Finally, a world populated by myriad lifestyles is 

infinitely less boring than one where everyone looks and acts the same. We would all choose the 

former if given the choice—always. 

Western culture removes all semblance of choice as it irresistibly wields its power, 

subsuming other cultures wherever it finds raw materials it desires to convert into commodities. 

Western culture arrogantly and mistakenly believes itself the pinnacle of all cultures—to the west, all 

other cultures are viewed as stages on the road to western culture. The west accomplishes its 

rapacious spread through its rubric of power and through coercion, power’s handmaiden. Western 

culture is not the first culture to desire its own spread; it is unique, though, in being the first that is 

absolutely maladapted to life on Earth. Though western culture has proved wildly successful in 

raising the living standards of a select minority of the earth’s inhabitants, it has accomplished this 

only in the short-term. The long-term prognosis for success even among this select minority is 

impossible much less for the rest of the earth’s population—the earth is simply not big enough to 

support it! Yet the west’s irresistible usurpation of any culture that stands before it continues with 

its reliance on the rational, the written word, its techniques of commodity production and 

distribution, and its ideas of the ethical through justice and law. Living within that system we all 

rightfully tend to think that it is THE way and not just A way. 

The truth is that every culture has a gift to give to the world if we would only receive it. 

Instead, multi-national corporations and their world-wide cadre of political advocates are bent solely  



upon the certain spread of western culture, and by extension their influence, everywhere. Western 

culture is not the only culture to ever attempt this i.e. the Roman Empire. Rome, though, had neither 

the technology nor the desire to convert all the natural resources of the earth into commodities to be 

bought and sold for profit-Rome couldn’t destroy the entire planet like western culture can. 

A second sub-theme of cultural ecology is the cultural law of the circle. Just as in the natural 

world, the cultural world works in circles. We know this, indeed we have in our common language 

instances that tells us this truth about what we do to others. “What goes around comes around ...” 

is one such example as is: “as you sow, so shall you reap.” We know this deep inside, perhaps at 

the level of the unconscious, but on the conscious level we try to get around it just like the natural 

law of the circle. Just like our linear response to the ecological law, we think our actions to others 

work in linear fashion. When confronted with violence, we think we can subdue violence through 

violence as if, through violence, we can attain peace. We can learn a lot about our overarching 

culture by watching our children on the campus. The youth attacked and subdued on the school 

ground, by this rubric, is eager and ready for peace—content with the circumstances and ready to 

make peace with his attacker. In what world does this happen? It’s more like the subdued one’s 

thinking “he’s got to sleep sometime” ... and he plans his revenge. This is exactly what nations do. 

Just as with the natural law of the circle, we can overload our cultural systems and 

institutions. Again go back to the campus; we all know that our system of schooling is not working 

well in the nine months a year that we school our children—so let’s try ten, eleven, and eventually 

year-round schooling as is being done in an increasing number of schools. Ifit’s not working, maybe 

more of it will. 

Finally we can trick our cultural systems (or try to). A CEO, the board of directors, and the 

top management of a corporation may know that the operation of their business is seriously polluting 

the adjacent community, and despite this knowledge, they often fight for the right to continue. They  



may resort to fricks such as falsifying legal documents that corroborate the pollution; they may 

commission pseudo-scientific studies that deny the pollution; they may buy the good will of 

politicians through the efforts of campaign contributions and corporate lobbyists. They do all of this 

under the rubric of business is business and if people have jobs it will all be all right in the end no 

matter how many are affected by the pollution. What’s unfortunate is that business is business 

means to too many corporations that whatever benefits the stockholders is good and whatever harms 

their bottom line is bad ... WHATEVER harms their bottom line. 

How do we affect the world of culture under these circumstances? The truth is that the social 

world is human-produced and, as such, is continually reproduced through the actions of individuals 

and populations. Culture, being human-produced and maintained, can be humanly modified and 

changed. Just because we have always done things one way doesn’t mean that it must be done that 

way. Often we do things that old way simply because it is comfortable. This reminds me of the 

movie 4 Bug’s Life where the ants are all following each other in a straight line, one behind the 

other, carrying food to the mound when a leaf falls breaking the line. The leaf stops everything; the 

ants do not know what to do and they panic because they cannot think of doing something new. In 

many ways we are just like these ants. When we think that “this way is just the way things are” ... 

or “it’s just human nature” and forego changing cultural maladaptations we capitulate and give up 

our freedom to do what we truly think is right and good and sometimes it’s as simple as walking 

around a leaf. 

What can we do as individuals? We can simply follow the advice of Gandhi and become the 

change you wish to see in the world. Or we can follow the advice of Goethe who said: “if you 

dream of a thing or believe it-begin it! Boldness has magic and power and the whole universe will 

come to your aid.” Believing that the world is already peaceful and acting as if it already was 

peaceful can go a long way to make it so. It has long been acknowledged that we attract that which  



we believe and act upon; believing and acting on peace attracts ... peace. It has also long been 

known that modeling and imitation is the way change is most often produced so just do the change. 

Envisioning, believing, and beginning may sound a bit esoteric, but these are actually the only way 

that change can or will ever happen. 

THEME 11: SPIRITUALITY IN ECOLOGY. 

The ecological dimension of spirituality completes our ecological circle. Here is the 

inexorable human connection to the godhead. All humans desire a connection to the mysteries of 

life and the universe-whether they profess a belief in a god or not, whether they consider spiritual 

yearnings purely a product of their own humanity, derived exclusively within the human body—or 

not. All spiritual yearning and the seeking of the godhead is purely a matter of the heart—the mind 

and its musings and pleasure-seeking has no place there. Everyone has ideas of the nature of the 

godhead-but increasingly I see these being a product of the mind and not the heart and we get an 

anaesthetized product; a godhead boxed-up by dogma, convention, and fear. Our mind wants a safe 

god so that we can be in control, so that we can exert control even of ... god. 

Just as in ecosystems and in the social sphere, there are varieties of religious experience, a 

diversity. I, personally, liken the godhead to a mountain with human beings living all around the 

perimeter. Each group has a view of the mountain and each view is different. One side may be lush 

with green plants all the way to the top; another side may be a steppe, dry and sparse; yet another 

may be rocky with steep cliffs. It is not the mountain, the godhead that is different; it is just the view 

that is different. Each human group has a different view and a different spiritual practice that will 

attain for them the summit of the mountain. When one group stakes a claim to their exclusive view 

of the godhead, problems ensue—Crusades, Holy Wars, schisms—and hatred. No religious view can 

accommodate hatred-none. Hatred and war does not ensue from any view of the godhead; wherever 

you find these things it is human folly at work and not the will of God. As the yearning for the  



godhead comes from the heart, it is only through a change in heart that we can truly manifest the 

spiritual in ourselves. 

Tribal peoples saw the Earth as a gift of the Creator and, as such, it was considered a 

numinous, sacred thing; great care must be taken when utilizing the raw materials of the Earth, gifts 

of the Creator as well. Western dogma contains this belief, it appears in all axial religions and their 

offshoots as well, but is contrary to belief as manifested, as practiced. To the west, the sacred is up 

and away, removed from the Earth which becomes a commodity, raw material to be converted into 

things for human use as fast as possible. Land not used by humans is wasted real estate, to be 

converted into human use ... as fast as possible. Once again a change in heart is called for. All the 

technological innovations we can muster and implement will not change a thing really without a 

change in heart. Without a change in heart, we will just switch to a new boss, same as the old boss 

and perhaps slow the annihilation of the planet, but not stop it. 

The spiritual connection to the godhead works in a circle too. As one invests in spiritual 

things, one reaps in spiritual benefits and insights. There are no linear relationships with the spirit; 

there is no tricking the spirit. Without spiritual practice and sacrifice, there will be no spiritual 

benefits, and without spiritual insight, one is left with the anomie of a purely secular life—a lonely 

and alienated place to be. 

Back to tribal societies, they recognized sacred circles in everything, especially those that 

create and move the universe, and constructed medicine wheels to represent those sacred beliefs 

about relationships with the Earth Mother. They found the godhead everywhere they looked and so 

honored the mouse and his way of seeing, a close-up and warm way of seeing and searching the 

spiritual with his nose close-to-the-ground, looking for the details. They honored the eagle as well 

and his way of seeing, the eagle flies so high that he sees it all, both sides of the mountain, trying to 

take in all perspectives at once. They honored the bear and his way of seeing. The bear goes inside  



the mountain where he confronts himself; by looking within he can find what already resides in his 

heart. Finally, they honored the buffalo and his way of seeing. The buffalo was especially sacred 

because he gave his all so that the sacred hoop of all nations could be honored, the nation of the 

winged ones, the two-leggeds, the four-leggeds, and the beings of the ocean. This honored the giving 

of gifts, especially of oneself, the only way to wisdom. None of these ways of seeing is the true and 

only way of seeing; a balance of all four ways of seeing, of seeking, brings us closer to truth than any 

one way. 

THEME 12: HOPE AND RESPONSIBILITY. 

We began this discussion with an Ecology Medicine Wheel. The wheel, you will remember, 

began in the east with Natural Ecology, relationships among unadulterated nature—nature left alone. 

Human Ecology is in the south; it is concerned with relationships between humans and the natural 

world. It is what we do to nature with our human doings and technology. We learned that, by 

thinking and acting in circles, we can do better with our human ecology. Cultural Ecology is in the 

west; it is concerned with human relationships with other humans. Again, thinking and acting in 

circles can help us with these relationships. Finally we come to Spiritual Ecology and again the 

concept of the circle holds. 

Balance is the key in any sacred circle like the one indicated by the ecology medicine wheel. 

If we can bring balance to the way we think and do on our planet home, we can perhaps develop a 

sustainable and viable way to live on the Earth. If we can honor natural ecology and leave some 

places of undisturbed nature ... if we can honor human ecology and truly seek ways to live more 

benignly on the earth ... if we can honor cultural ecology and celebrate the diversity that can be found 

there ... if we can honor spiritual ecology and the myriad ways it is manifested everywhere on Earth 

.. if we can do all four of these things in balance, we can create a beautiful and viable earth, a 

wonderful place for all humans to live and raise their children. As we take responsibility for the  



attaining of such a balance, we can create and foster hope that such an outcome can indeed be 

possible. 
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APPENDIX A: Course Objectives Correlation 

Goal #1 and Learning Outcome #1: 

G-1: Understand the world as a web of elegant, complex, and integrative systems. 

LO-1: Understand the foundations and principles of natural and socio-cultural 

communities and systems by which they function. 

Commentary: The entire theme of “The Earth Circle Exhibit” is the systems view 

of the universe. Several specific themes of the exhibit itself support this view: “The 

Earth Works in Circles” and “When Humanity Overloads Systems.” These themes 

are further elucidated and defined in the accompanying lecture. 

Goal #3 and Learning Outcome #9: 

G-3: Formulate effective strategies for change. 

LO-9: Initiate, implement, and evaluate just and holistic strategies for change in a 

local/regional area; develop personal strategies for sustaining the change agent role. 

Commentary: The entire purpose of the exhibit and the accompanying lecture is to 

prompt change. Techniques for doable change is delineated in several themes of the 

exhibit: “Recycle, Precycle, and Reuse” and “Minimize and Conserve”. The lecture 

also speaks directly about specific change mechanisms appropriate to the intended 

audience. This change is not to be implemented by someone but by me. 

Learning Outcome #8: 

LO-8: Communicate effectively values and concepts which are transformative 

through multiple expressions of the arts, humanities, and science. 

Commentary: The earth circle exhibit attempts to produce art and artforms as 

pedagogy which is directly congruent with the learning outcome.  



APPENDIX B: 

. Nita Posey Jones 

. Wes Koon 

. Margaret Inabinet 

. Chris Torgersen 

. Thomas Toups 

. Vicki Lever 

. Elizabeth Veglia 

. Tony Eccles 

. Nancy McCardle 

10. Kat Fitzpatrick 

11. James Inabinet 

12. Alexander Brown 

Art/Not Mirror/Hammer. 

The Earth is Finite. 

The Diversity of Life. 

The Earth Works in Circles. 

Humans Overload Systems. 

Recycle/Precycle/Reuse. 

Minimize and Conserve. 

An Analysis of Needs. 

Money vs. Happiness. 

Diversity in Culture. 

Spirituality in Ecology. 

Hope and Responsibility. 

The Earth Circle Exhibit/Plates and Artist’s Statements 

Hand Molded Paper 

Etched Flash Glass 

Quilted Fabric 

Molded Wood Sculpture 

Black/White Photograph 

Collage of Found Items 

Tile Mosaic 

Oil Painting 

Molded Clay 

Oil Painting 

Handwoven Tapestry 

Carved Wood 

 



NITA POSEY JONES 

“Art is not a mirror to society, but a hammer with which to shape it.” Bertoldt Brecht 

The members of the Family of Man appear in many colors, each different and 
unique. They are lean and fat; they are tall or short; they are weak or strong. 
They develop their many varied cultures, each valuable and important, as they 
find their way on all levels and in all classes of their societies. The artist has 
always valued this difference as he valued the individual. 

Throughout history the artist, whether a visual artist, dancer, writer, or 
musician, has been the first to cry out against the injustices of bias and 
prejudice. He has not only used his work as a teaching medium, he has used his 
personal life as an example by first seeing the value of the person with no 
reference to race, sex, creed, or politics. 

Handmade and Molded Paper/Nita Jones  



WES KOON 

The Earth Is Finite 

Since my formal education is in the biological sciences rather than in the fine art 
courses of a professional glass artist, I have never lost the deep respect that I 
have for nature and the natural world. Many of the pieces that I do tend to 
exhibit this deep-seated love, whether the depictions are realistic or in an 
abstract form. 

My goal in this piece is to convey to everyone who sees it that the Earth is NOT 
an unlimited resource to be used at will but is a finite entity, one that has limits 
and dimensions. Seen here in the blackness of space, the Earth should be 
considered as fragile as the medium in which I work ... glass. 

Etched Flash Glass/Wes Koon  



MARGARET INABINET 

The Diversity of Life 

The profound beauty and interdependence of the flora and fauna coupled with the seasonally 
changing environment both inspires and overwhelms me. Contemplating how the various species 
emerge together to create a complex yet seemingly simple whole brings to mind the phrase: All 
Things Work For Good. The emphasis is on the ALL~-weeds, the air, the water, the minerals, and 
all sorts of organisms. I have come to realize that what we might perceive as undesirables, such as 
mosquitoes, flies, ants, rats, snakes, vultures, and armadillos are important parts of the elaborate 
network that makes up the beautiful, balanced system called Earth; Home Sweet Home. Maybe the 
most wonderful bonus is that so many of these parts are incredibly beautiful to me. 

I tried to convey these thoughts in my artwork. For me, I’m particularly enamored with the 
sprouting seed image that becomes a beautiful bloom. 

Quilted Fabric/Margaret Inabinet  



CHRIS TORGERSEN 

The Earth Works In Circles 

The cycles and systems of the Earth work in circles ... going around and coming 
around. All life on this earth is connected by circles in ways we don’t know and 
will never completely understand ... in a web of life ... dancers on this beautiful 
planet circling around and around. 

We are all in the Dance of Life together. What affects one species will 
eventually affect us all. 

Modeled Wood/Chris Torgersen  



DOC TOUPS 

“Playtime” When Humanity Overloads These Systems and Upsets the Balance ... 

In this work I have attempted to combine the themes of innocence and 
defilement in a graphic statement of ecological awareness. Since early 
childhood, I have had a deep fear of radioactive and chemical toxins. I am 
intellectually aware of other ecological hazards, such as deforestation and 
endangered species mismanagement, but they don’t produce the feelings of 
visceral dread that the poisons do. 

This image was photographed using a 4" X 5" Crown Graphic press camera 
and 90mm 6.8 Schneider-Kreuznach Anguion lens on 400 ASA Arista black 
and white negative film. 

Black and White Photography/Doc Toups  



VICKI LEVER 

Recycle ... Precycle ... Reuse 

Recycling conserves natural resources and keeps the Earth from becoming an 
all-consuming garbage dump. Recycling is making choices and materials which 
can eventually be reused or recycled. Reusing products saves energy and 
natural resources. Avoid the trap of planned obsolescence. Minimizing 
requirements is efficiently achieving maximum satisfaction with a minimum of 
goods or resources. 

Collage of Recycled and Found Items/Vicki Lever  



ELIZABETH VEGLIA 

We Must Minimize and Conserve 

I thought a long time about the topic—a year to be exact. Finally, after 
discussion with friends, I decided that a drop of water was my best response to 
the concept of minimizing and conserving. It was interesting to use tile to create 
the contour and form of a drop. The rest is support for it-the sky with flecks 
of sunlight and water as the base and connection to the rest of life on Earth. 

Tile Mosaic/Elizabeth Veglia  



TONY ECCLES 

An Analysis of Needs 

Itisn’t always easy to tell our wants apart from our needs, especially when we 
live in a culture which encourages us to believe that we actually need much 
more than we do. Sometimes, when we don’t possess or consume all the things 
society—and the advertising industry—dangle before us, we feel like failures. 
Living wisely upon our Earth isn’t just a matter of doing without, or giving up 
things we’ve learned to like. It’s much more about leaning to know in our heart 
of hearts what feels good and right and true to us, and developing a reliable 
sense of how much is enough. 

This illustration is a caricature, depicting two extremes: destructive greed on 
the one hand, and a romantic vision of living in harmony with Nature on the 
other. Reasonable and wise living, for most of us, will be found somewhere in 
the middle. Still, sometimes it’s helpful to examine the extremes, if only to help 
wake us up. 

Oil Painting/Tony Eccles  



NANCY McCARDELL 

Money Has Nothing To Do With Happiness 

Observe the two houses above. One is inhabited by the obviously rich and 
opulent; the tenants of the other are of obviously more modest means. 

Which of the two are the happier household? 

We may at first be tempted to say the richer one, but we know that theory 
doesn’t hold. We simply cannot tell because we know in our hearts that money 
has NOTHING to do with happiness. 

The Earth’s plunder is for wealth and power-not for need but for contrived 
wants. What Gandhi said over sixty years ago holds true: “The Earth has plenty 
Jor man’s need, but not for man’s greed.” 

Hand-Modeled Ceramics/Nancy McCardell  



KAT FITZPATRICK 

Diversity In Culture 

Whether under turbans, saris, or three piece suits; curlers, huaraches, or loin 
cloths, we all require four things. Air, water, food and love are the basics for 
human life on this planet. We are complex and, ultimately, simple-a reflection 
of the natural world. In my painting, I imagined a world village where, 
uninhibited by barriers of language, people from contrasting cultures could 
exchange info on colicky babies, favorite foods, philosophies of life, play, music, 
and laugh. Our heritages are rich and various. Growing up in America we 
have missed out on seeing ourselves as merely a part of the world, not the only 
player. I believe we are beginning to open up to the team model. Whatever 
happens to the least of us affects us all. 

Oil on Canvas/Kat Fitzpatrick  



JAMES INABINET 

Spirituality In Ecology 

Native Americans viewed the Earth as a gift, as a numinous, sacred thing. 
Western beliefs differ: the sacred is up, away, removed from the Earth; that 
Earth has become a commodity, a thing to be plundered, bought, and sold like 
sheep or bright beads. Native Americans recognized the sacred circles that 
create and move the universe and constructed medicine wheels to represent 
those sacred beliefs about relationships with the Earth Mother. 

The East is yellow and is represented by the gift of the Mouse symbolizing 
innocence and seeing close-up with nose close-to-the-ground. 
The South is green and is represented by the gift of the Eagle symbolizing 
illumination and seeing far and wide. 
The West is black and is represented by the gift of the Bear symbolizing 
introspection and looking within. 
The North is white and is represented by the gift of the buffalo symbolizing 
wisdom and endurance. 

When we become balanced in these and other gifts of the medicine wheel, we 
can truly become whole, allowing creative, healing, ecological relationships with 
the Planet Mother and all of our Relations that live on her lap. 

Handwoven Tapestry of Navajo Wool/James Inabinet  



ALEXANDER BROWN 

Hope and Possibility 

The Earth Circle Exhibit, though expressing immediate concern as to the plight 
of our Planet Home, illustrates a message of hope and possibility. As long as 
hope remains, possibility remains. Humans have quite often risen above great 
odds to accomplish unbelievable feats. The carved Earth above represents our 
home—our Earth. 

Relief Carving in Wood/Alexander Brown  


