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Dedication

To the displaced and hungry

To my mother who taught me to question

To George Thompson on whom the light 
of day might shine’1 I dedicate this book.

My hope is that we will be able to 
re-evaluate our lives and relationships 
with others.

1  Travels and Adventures in Southern Africa, by George Thompson edited by Ver-
non, S. Forbes, with poems by Thomas Pringle. Thompson relates his journey to 
map out some of the interior of South Africa and was described by the Baralong as 
one “on whom the light of day might shine”.
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Summary

Since the commission on wellbeing that was requested by Sarkozy and the book that 
resulted from it, called: “Mismeasuring our lives” (Stiglitz et al. 2010), the global 
financial crisis has escalated to a social and environmental crisis that continues to 
unfold (Watson and Jones 2006).

The key message of this book is that simple living is both elegant and ethical. 
This requires a new stoicism, based on a sense of responsibility for others.

The old threat was ‘the other’; the new threat is shared problems and collective threats. 
(Held 2010, p. 14)

Kant connected the idea of cosmopolitanism with the standpoint of public reason. An indi-
vidual’s entitlement to enter the realm of public reason is mirrored in the right to free mem-
bership in the global community of argument. (Held 2010, p. 15)

But for Kant the hospitality was always for visitors, not a recognition of the right 
to stay. The emotional dimension of our lives needs to be addressed in order to be 
able to extend our sense of solidarity to others including those who are voiceless. 
As De Waal (2009) stressed we evolved as a result of our ability to co-operate with 
empathy and to reciprocate. Reciprocity and empathy are the so-called ‘pillars of 
morality’ that were important for our evolution. Thus the ability to compete needs to 
be balanced by the capability to co-operate, the Stoics also stressed the need to think 
about living, not only in harmony with the state, but in harmony with the cosmos 
(see Held 2010, p. 61).

The cosmopolitan approach developed in this book draws on the liberative po-
tential within many disciplines spanning Frans De Waal and Richard Dawkins (pri-
matology and philosophy), Albert Hirschman and Hannah Arendt (on economics 
and politics), Amartya Sen (on economics and morality), Stuart Hall (on identity) 
and Martha Nussbaum (on social justice). The work of Joseph Stiglitz on wellbeing 
stocks is extended through drawing on Vandana Shiva (on the intersections span-
ning economics, politics and the environment).

Policy makers need to work together with many stakeholders who can contribute 
diverse ways of knowing, including non-anthropocentric approaches informed by 
an understanding of nature and other life forms. It also draws on the philosophy of 
Indigenous First Nations. 
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It is based on the idea that as human beings we have the right and the responsibil-
ity to care for the land on which we all depend equally by virtue of our humanity. 
But we also have the responsibility to care for those who are not part of our im-
mediate human family. A transdisciplinary approach that includes stoicism along 
with Indigenous philosophy needs to receive more attention while conceptualizing a 
strong form of cosmopolitanism that respects a form of cultural or national identity 
that is not at the expense of others (including sentient beings), the environment or 
future generations.

The book:

•	 Makes a case for rights and responsibilities to be expressed through cosmopoli-
tan praxis based on developing strong, as opposed to weak cosmopolitan ap-
proaches.

•	 Discusses systemic ethical praxis in response to the vexed challenge of how to 
bridge the false dualism of pitting the environment versus profit.

Food and energy are the bases for human wellbeing and security. Current approach-
es to international relations and war (Etzioni 2004, 2011) are unsustainable.

As the experience of suffering becomes more widespread, the notion of class 
will become central once again, because ‘the poorest people in the world will be the 
hardest hit’ (Beck 2009, p. 37). Post nationalism needs to be buttressed by human 
rights, rights to protect biospheres and the law of the sea.

Keywords: vulnerability, recognition of interconnectedness, extension of the so-
cial contract, transdisciplinarity, systemic ethics
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Focusing Thoughts on Transdisciplinarity 
and Working Across Domains of Knowing

Gibbons et al. (1994) argued that the ability to work across boundaries is vital for 
‘the new production of knowledge’ and vital for ‘the dynamics of research’ to ad-
dress current complex challenges. A core capability will be to transcend disciplinary 
boundaries, synthesize diverse perspectives and critically analyse the role of sci-
ence in public policy. These perspectives on the capabilities required to effectively 
contribute to the exploration and resolution of significant social and policy issues. 
The need to develop a support for human capabilities is vital. The Australian politi-
cians and academics are becoming more competitive and dualistic.

Read together the overlapping chapters deepen the understanding of non-anthro-
pocentric stewardship, governance, democracy and ethics.

The Australian Public Service Commission 2007 report entitled: ‘Tackling wick-
ed problems2’ needs to be critically analysed in terms of the unexamined policy 
discourses. What are wicked problems? What are so called tame problems? Why is 
it problematic to think of taming or tackling problems as opposed to recognising our 
need to live in harmony with others and the environment?

In Flannery’s Quarterly essay on Australia’s extinction crisis, many wicked 
problems have been raised about our attitudes to stewardship. He explains that in 
his book 'The Future Eaters’; he hypothesizes that we have eliminated many of the 
herbivores that used to provide the manure for our land.

2  http://www.apsc.gov.au/publications-‌ Accessed 8/01/2013 Rittel, H. and Webber, 
M. 1984, Planning problems are wicked problems Developments in Design Meth-
odology. New York: Wiley.Wei-Ning Xiang 2012, Editorial: ‘Working with wicked 
problems in socio-ecological systems: Awareness, acceptance, and adaptation’, 
Landscape and Urban Planning 110:1–4.Wellbeing and existential risk: engage-
ment to address the policy and governance challenges of mitigation and account-
ability, McIntyre, J. (School of Social and Policy Studies, Flinders University, janet.
mcintyre@flinders.edu.au, presenting author, De Vries, D. (Computer Science, En-
gineering and informatics, Flinders University, denise.devries@flinders.edu.au, pa-
per delivered at CASS Research Conference Sustainable Environmental Policy and 
Global Governance, Beijing, China, 18–19 September 2012 and submitted to the 
journal of convergence, China.

http://www.apsc.gov.au/publications
http://janet.mcintyre@flinders.edu.au
http://janet.mcintyre@flinders.edu.au
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As the land deteriorates and dries out, it becomes more vulnerable to bush fires. 
The aboriginal use of fire management to reduce fuel load in the less hot months 
helped to reduce the risks. Flannery (2012, p. 54) explains the role as a ‘human key 
stone’. Without stewardship activities such as reducing fuel load and protecting not 
only the environment but the creatures that live in it, we all become increasingly 
vulnerable. He criticises the tendency to polarise green politics and sustainability 
through politics. Sustaining the future ought to be beyond the right/left political 
debate.

How can governance protect the global commons and the collective good? How 
can complex social, economic and environmental challenges that are perceived dif-
ferently by different stakeholders with different values be addressed?

Boundaries are sociological constructions. In biological systems, the most basic 
boundary is the membrane of a cell which opens and closes according to the context.

If we consider and adapt a hierarchy of systems (developed by Kenneth Boulding 
1956), biological systems appear above inorganic systems because they are open 
and responsive to their environment and able to adapt and learn as self-evolving 
systems. Boulding starts by describing crystals and inorganic life, then clockwork 
structures that have the ability to evolve through learning as closed loop cybernetics 
systems.

The next level of complexity is the organic cell that is an open system that is 
able to respond to its environment and develop relationships with other living crea-
tures. Through signalling they gradually develop a sense of shared meaning which 
become symbols for communication. The next step in the journey of ongoing evolu-
tionary emergence is to develop a sense of self in relation to others and those whose 
shared meanings form a basis of a culture that is communicated to others verbally. 
An oral history is constructed in terms of an understanding of the land which is used 
as a library to store meaning. Written artifacts are developed based on stone, bark, 
paper, shared mechanically, digitally and as a means to store and transfer organic 
and inorganic design.

Finally, transcendental systems are able to evolve from one kind of category to 
another on a continuum. Emergence is based on the notion of the flows across all 
life and an appreciation of animal knowing. For example, an octopus can respond 
to its environment through adapting its shape and blending with the environment. 
They are sentient creatures with a sense of self and an ability to feel, remember, 
solve problems and teach others of their species3.

The tragedy of the commons argument developed by Hardin (1968) is a con-
struction informed by simplistic thinking. It has become an archetype for bounded 
thinking. Ironically and tragically, it is often used as the starting point for environ-
mental thinking, but in fact it was an argument developed by Locke in support of 
the enclosure movement and private property in Britain. The argument being that 
contained areas of land are cared for better than the areas of land that are held in 

3  http://www.irishtimes.com/news/are-octopuses-too-intelligent-to-eat-1.1498845.
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common and shared. The example of common grazing land is shared. But ironically 
it is the privatization and commodification of land and natural resources that has led 
to environmental pollution and degradation.

The lack of trust between nations has evoked the rhetoric of nationalism, and 
state protectionism has led to ‘seeing like a state’ (Scott 1998), which in turn leads 
to the argument for competition, and the zero sum approach which argues that one 
nation can profit at the expense of others. The organizational philosophy and gover-
nance argument that flow from this philosophy is based on bounded compartments 
that can profit at the expense of others.

This belies nature and biology and wounds the spirit. There is no such thing as 
a closed system!

All systems are open. The potential for evolution is based on the interconnected-
ness of inorganic and organic systems. We are nurtured by plants and we return to 
the earth as organic matter. The biblical insight ‘dust to dust’ sums up the cycle of 
organic life.

The webs of relationships that are fostered across all forms of inorganic and 
organic life are recognized in physics. Each particle is in motion and it is the move-
ment and flows of energy that make life possible.

The transfer of information through DNA from one living cell to another is re-
peated in all living systems.

The extent to which the human genome and the rat genome differ is perhaps less 
than 2 %. The human animal evolved through thinking about its thinking and being 
able to relate to others based on the shared understanding and reciprocity.

Evolution was the result of both co-operation amongst human animals and com-
petition for an ecological space where a tribe could live safely, eat, shelter and re-
produce. When the human animal lived as a hunter, gatherer time was spent surviv-
ing. The camp fire and cave were the spaces for congregating and communicating 
stories. But whilst men and women hunted and gathered they communicated stories 
and maps of survival. By pointing out landmarks and telling stories (recalled by 
pointing to features in the landscape), history was held in the landscape and the land 
became the dreaming site.

When grain crops were cultivated and stored, people had more time to spend de-
veloping cultural artifacts that they defended. People within the pale of the civilized 
community were regarded as friends. Those outside were considered the potential 
enemies. They were beyond the pale and were part of the wilderness. They were 
perceived as wild, untamed and in some ways to be envied for their freedom. But 
a denial for the wilderness creates a longing and a wounding of the soul that is ex-
pressed through trying to re-connect with animals and nature to empower us.
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Kudu horns decorate a shack on the Cape Flats, Cape Town, 2010 photograph by author

Status is indicated by the number of animals decorating the home within the Forbidden City, 
Beijing

As the communities thrived, the populations grew and the mechanical abilities de-
veloped to become vast digital information systems. The cities have lost their con-
nections with the environment on which they depend. They have exploited and 
overtaken more and more of the wilderness.

The focus on anthropocentric humanism and human rights has led to an ethical 
divide between the human and the animal and then between human and machine. 
The human being is seen as the controller of nature.

But the divided nature of control and compete is only one part of the story. 
The continuum of relationships with nature and with animals needs to be seen as 
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co-evolving. Co-operation and nurturing is the other side of the coin. The feminine 
and the masculine principles are equally important. The notion of bounded gender is 
another construction. X and Y chromosomes are shared by males and females. The 
hormonal balance determines how masculine or feminine a human being appears. 
Identity is a matter not merely of biology, self-perception, but also social interaction 
and a sense of self.

Just as cells can open or close to allow in nutrients and to expel toxins, boundar-
ies need to be open or closed according to the context in social systems. The ability 
to draw the line in social systems needs to be based on decisions that are made on 
the basis of questioning what to include or exclude.

This requires considering our values and realizing that we see the world in terms 
of these values. We are the boundaries according to Haraway. She exhorts those 
without a voice to be the designers. We can choose to destroy the environment or 
to be stewards based on re-wiring our brains through thinking about our thinking, 
co-operating and nurturing.

Just as our actions shape the landscape, our actions can shape our neuroplasticity 
and we can re-make the pathways in our minds (Arrowsmith-Young 2012).

West Churchman (1971, 1979, 1982) explains that ‘the systems approach begins 
when first we try to see the world through the eyes of another’. But he stresses that 
the world we see is filtered by our religious, moral, political and aesthetic values, 
and the same is true for everyone else.

Once we realize that perceptions do indeed matter. In fact, perceptions can shape 
matter and they have a role in stewardship of living systems or using resources in 
ways that leave little for future generations of life.

The boundary between the past, present and future was permeable for many 
traditional religions. The boundaries have become much more fixed in this genera-
tion. The respect for the wisdom of the past and the respect for the needs of future 
generations needs to be fostered through drawing the line in the sand to ensure that 
decisions are ethical.

Social boundaries need to be drawn based on expanding pragmatism from nar-
row competition to considering the consequences for others and future generations 
of life.

The notion that bounded national states can survive in ongoing competition for 
the last of the non-renewables is unsustainable.

The sub theme (a tentative hypothesis this book explores) is that the size of terri-
tory, or geographical space that human beings are able to engage with, is a result of 
the number of neural connections they are capable of making. As mammals evolved 
their brain size increased. Human mammals need to use design creativity and brico-
lage to be able to make sense of the planetary challenges they are facing. Unfortu-
nately many elected leaders are unable or unwilling to think about the relationships 
with others, the environment or the next generation. The space and time seem to be 
limited. The argument developed in this book is that we are on the brink of:

•	 Being able to overcome this deficiency through being compassionate and through 
recognising our hybridity.

•	 Lapsing into nationalist conflict over the last of the non-renewables. This could 
involve a race to the bottom through war.
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Space, time and identity are changing as our awareness of interconnectivity is re-
discovered. Being at one with others, will require learning the ability to multi-task 
and to be inclusive, in the same way that those who are socially skilled in public 
contexts enable everyone to feel that they are respected and being listened to. It re-
quires giving time and an aesthetic sense of good manners across cultural contexts4.

How should we live? How should wellbeing be defined? Should we follow a 
definition of wellbeing based on:

contentment and experienced wellbeing, in a Benthamite hedonic utility sense? Or do we 
care about eudaimonia or life purpose, in an Aristotelian sense? Particular individuals will 
value one more than the other depending, in part, on what they are capable of. While schol-
ars surely can measure both, from a societal and policy perspective, which dimension of 
happiness should policy aim to maximise? (Graham 2011, p. 121)

I have used the concept ‘Wall Street’ to symbolise economic rationalism and ‘well-
being’ to symbolise a re-framed approach to ‘being interconnected’ and through 
treading lightly. The free software detailed in volume 15 provides a way to enable 
people to explore the question, how should we live and what constitutes wellbeing? 
Participants are invited to consider what have, they need, what their turning points 
are for the better or the worse and what the barriers are. The services that help them 
meet their needs are detailed as well. The software updates as it is used.

The IPCC formula suggests that the privileged lives of some could lead to exis-
tential risk for people and the planet (Bostrom 2011).

This has implications for the way we live and the need to change our way of life 
through living sustainably. Representation, accountability and sustainability chal-
lenges need to be met through addressing the consumption choices that are current-
ly very unequal. The gaps between rich and poor, the powerful and the powerless 
have become wider and wider.

4  Being part of a wider world is partly as a result of being an immigrant with dual citizenship, be-
ing able to travel and feeling a connection through friends, family and students with a wider world. 
Not having my own children enabled me to spend time lobbying for homeless children in South 
Africa with whom I identified strongly and also with the creatures with whom I have shared my 
home and garden. But this sense of connection was taught in spiritual lessons by my parents to 
respect ‘all creatures great and small’.

But keeping in touch with nature and with others requires time and attention. Too many con-
tacts lead to a very thin, sporadic form of communication. Those who feel closest to one are 
affronted when emails are neglected. Face book becomes frightening when profiles are misun-
derstood or misinterpreted. The notion that technology will enable the limited capacity of human 
beings to engage with complexity is misplaced. In some ways it can lead to overload and compas-
sion fatigue. I feel the need to tune off and tune out of digital links. Being in the garden, walking 
through the hills and being in touch with close family requires not being wired in to a mobile. 
Achieving balance between public and private lives is always an art and needs to be undertaken 
with a sense of spirituality and aesthetics. Compulsive networking leads to exhaustion and a sense 
of excluding those with whom one is in physical contact. Drawing boundaries remains important 
and can only be informed through ethical moral codes.
5  The software linked with this project is at https://socsci.flinders.edu.au/fippm/pathways_lg//Log 
in at wellbeing.csem.flinders.edu.au.
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1.1 � Introduction: Earth Democracy and Earth 
Governance

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, we see modern society with new eyes, and 
this birth of a ‘cosmopolitan vision’ (Beck 2006) is among the unexpected phenomena out 
of which a still indeterminate world of risk society is emerging. Henceforth, there are no 
merely local occurrences. All genuine threats have become global threats. The situation of 
every nation, every people, every religion, every class and every individual is also the result 
and cause of the human situation. The key point is that henceforth concern about the whole 
has become a task. It is not optional but the human condition. (Beck 2009, p. 19)

Entangled social, economic and environmental challenges posed by food, energy 
and water shortages require a revision of compartmentalist or containerist ap-
proaches limited to the nation state and informed by failed enlightenment agendas 
(McIntyre-Mills et al. 2006a). As Eyerman (1981, p. 55) stressed, false conscious-
ness refers to:

an experience in society, ideology to a proposed or offered explanation of that experience. 
One however that only further distorted real understanding. As these questions developed 
within the Frankfurt School during these years of emigration and exile, the problem of how 
real understanding was at all possible, became the central one.

As the experience of suffering becomes more widespread, the notion of class will 
become central once again, because ‘the poorest people in the world will be the 
hardest hit’ (Beck 2009, p. 37).

Global citizenship ought to become a concept supported by international law 
and social justice movements (McIntyre-Mills 2000). Change requires necessity, 
desire and will (see Bogue 1989 on Delueze and Guattari). The goal of this research 
with local government—inspired by the Aboriginal mentors (McIntyre-Mills and 
de Vries 2011)—is to foster an understanding that ‘We are the land’ (Getano Lui 
1993).1

1  Dualistic thinking needs to be recognized as part of a failed enlightenment project and we need 
to ‘rescue the enlightenment from itself’ (McIntyre-Mills et al. 2006a) through recognizing our 
co-determination of the environment of which we are a part.


