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Preface: Ecospheric Studies Conference, June 17-18, 2015 
From: Wes Jackson 
 
On behalf of all of us here at The Land, a hearty welcome is in store for you at our gathering this 
month.  
 
What follows is a bit of what is on our minds as we enter, like Dante, a dark woods but with neither 
map nor guide. Dante had Virgil for his trip through Hell. We hope to avoid as many kinds of hell as 
possible as we make our way through the woods. Or, maybe it’s more desert-like.  Even so, there will 
be no Moses or commandments in stone. 
 
So what if we have neither map nor guide? We have something better. We have affection for our 
ecosphere and the will to negotiate a corrective course. We have our institutions—meaning our 
schools, colleges, universities, non-profits, even governments to transform and use. 
 
Agriculture and the formal culture have historically stood behind cultural advances and declines, but so 
has soil carbon, forest carbon and fossil fuels. It has never mattered whether the operating-system of 
ideas features gods or God, the divine right of Kings, private property, or universal human rights, as 
land animals our land-based dependency is always there.  
  
At The Land we start with the assumption that the world needs to learn to grow its food using the 
ecosystem concept.  Perennial grain polyculture or what we call Natural Systems Agriculture is based 
on the look to nature’s ecosystems to organize our thoughts and actions. After more than 35 years of 
devotion to this mission perennial grains are now on the horizon. With this new “hardware,” especially 
with species diversity, we can make agriculture more isomorphic with nature’s processes. Doing so 
positions humanity to drive the ideas inherent in the ecosystem concept beyond agriculture into 
economics, education, science, technology and medicine. In short, the culture as a whole. We are late 
in starting this effort in America’s leading educational institutions.  By leading, I mean those with a 
reputation for producing competent, independent, ethical and informed leaders and activists.  
 
This requires nothing less than the institutionalization of an ecological worldview. We call it Ecospheric 
Studies. We have chosen that title because the Ecosphere has priority in time, space, creativity. In our 
time we are degrading its potential to meet our bona fide human needs.  
 
My friend, the late Chuck Washburn, said long ago “if we don’t get sustainability in agriculture first it is 
not going to happen.” He reasoned that agriculture ultimately has a discipline standing behind it, 
namely ecology and evolutionary biology. Chuck was an engineering professor, a metallurgist and went 
on to say that the materials sector, the industrial sector in general, has no robust discipline to call on.  
 
At The Land we are developing new “hardware” in the form of perennial grains to be grown in 
mixtures. Grains are responsible for 70% of our calories grown on 70% of the world’s agricultural 
acreage.  The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment report says that agriculture is the number one threat 
to biodiversity. Land use is the number two source of greenhouse gases behind power plants and 
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ahead of all transportation. Even though it promises to end soil erosion, chemical contamination of 
land and water, and greatly reduce greenhouse gases, our work at The Land will not be enough to 
change society.  
 
And so we ask: what are the philosophical, cultural and political implications for societies? Is a 
perennial ecosystem-based grain agriculture enough to get us started? By hosting this meeting we are 
saying that the institutionalization of an ecological worldview has to be more than handing our germ 
plasm off to other researchers to advance a Natural Systems Agriculture agenda. We are doing that 
and rather extensively so, but believe that an expansive Ecospheric Studies curriculum that spans 
disciplines is necessary. Recent funding to The Land Institute and in support of perennial polycultures 
research has made it possible for us to explore possibilities. And so our invitation to you. 

    
Bill Vitek will lead off Wednesday morning. Bill and I have spoken at length about a curricula for 
Ecospheric Studies. We have thought that it has to differ fundamentally from standard curricula in 
environmental studies/science. First, it must reject the term “environment” as good enough to capture 
the context necessary. It must stress that the ecosphere is not a mere container from which parts are 
abstracted and studied. Nor is “life” the central focus of study. An ecosystem is the next integrative 
level below ecosphere and above organism, with its own properties. Unlike Jim Lovelock we say that 
the ecosphere is a supra (not “super”) organism and must be studied as such. Second, we believe the 
curriculum will serve as a critique of alternatives proposed and employed and will reject half-measures. 
We hope the curriculum will be viewed as a solution to the problem of traditional education, not as a 
solution to problems in education. It would be akin to the rejection of Aristotelian science in the 
world’s great universities during the Middle Ages. Of course, there are problems of the modern 
mathematical empiricism of Galileo, Bacon, Newton, and others. We use the transition as an analogy 
as we look for a curricular bridge to an alternative worldview. Third, in preparing a new generation of 
farmers, researchers, educators and citizens for a sunshine future, the curriculum must combine 
hands-on experience with history, science, economics, accounting, politics, and philosophy. We want 
our abstractions to have particulars. 
 
The list of courses below merely hints at an approach for consideration. 
 

1) Carbon Pools Through History. This course explores the history of the discovery and 
exploitation of the five carbon pools: soil carbon, forest carbon, coal, natural gas, and oil. It 
offers history of energy and its influence on the development and collapse of complex 
societies.  
 

2) Sustainability Theory and Practice: This course looks at the brief history of the 
sustainability movement post-Brundtland Report, and contextualizes it within the American 
environmental movement. The course serves as a critical review of the sustainability’s core 
principles: efficiency, technological optimism, and maintenance of the status quo. 

 
3) The Agrarians: From Thomas Jefferson to Wendell Berry.  
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4) Modernism and its Discontents.  A course that examines the key leaders of modernism: 
Francis Bacon, Rene Descartes, Galileo, and others that created our modern way of life from 
science and technology to economics and politics. 

 
5) Pre-Modern Survey.  Modernism replaced dominant systems of thought that came to 

fruition during the Axial Period. And the Axial Period can be seen as a fundamental shift 
from Pre-Axial (Indigenous) traditions. This course surveys these early developments. 

 
6) Introduction to Natural Systems Agriculture 

 
7) Fundamentals of Ecosystems Science.  An introduction to the key concepts and techniques 

of ecosystems science. 
 

8) History of Ecosystems Science: A Study in Syntheses.  From Darwin and Mendel to 
Dobzhansky and Watson and Crick, and to perennial agro-ecology, this course traces the 
scientific advancements and syntheses leading to perennial agriculture. 

 
9) Environment Philosophy and the Emergence of the Ecosphere.  This course looks at the 

philosophical contributions of thinkers from Emerson, Thoreau, Muir, Leopold, Stan Rowe, 
Alfred North Whitehead, James Feibleman and others that provide the ontological and 
epistemological foundations of the ecosystem concept. 

 
10) The Perennial Analogs.  This course looks at the development of perennial/ecospheric 

models being developed outside of agriculture, including Biomimicry, Industrial Ecology, 
Information Theory, Ecological Economics, Medicine, and Ethics. 

 
11) Fundamentals of the Sunshine Farm.  Utilizing the 10-year study of The Land Institute’s 

Sunshine Farm. 
 

12) Confronting the Demons of Ecological Pride.  The sustainability movement is filled with 
well-meaning people who want change, but not too much of it, and who pride themselves 
on their ecological choices. This course asks the hard questions about how much change is 
necessary.  

 
Bill has suggested a number of ways for us to collectively consider a curriculum for Ecospheric Studies. 

Here is his thought experiment:  

The XYZ Foundation is offering a $1 billion endowment for each of 20 educational institutions around 
the world to create and implement a “21st Century Curriculum.”   The winners of the prize would need 
to implement the curriculum within twenty years.  The long-range goal of the challenge is to develop a 
paradigm-busting model of education that prepares leaders for the second half of the century and 
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beyond. Our conference attendees could either be on the Foundation Committee that sets the 
parameters for choosing winners, or be an institution submitting a proposal. 
 
And a variation of the above: What is the core curriculum standing behind the following fictional press 
release in 2019 (the 400th anniversary of Descartes’ 3 dreams that set him on his dualistic course)? 
 

The Ecosphere Rules! 

A revolution in higher education was announced in (College Town, USA) this morning.  With the Board 
of Trustees at her/his side, University President (insert name here) announced that (insert name here) 
University will embark on a ten year process to transform the campus and curriculum.  “You wouldn’t 
send your children to a university that still taught that the Earth was at the center of the Solar System, 
the Heavens a separate sphere from the Earth, and that heavier objects fall faster the lighter ones,” 
s/he said.  “Those views were shattered by Kepler, Copernicus and Galileo centuries ago, ushering in a 
Copernican Revolution that transformed nearly every facet of life in early European history, including 
the university curriculum.  But it’s hard to find a university anywhere in the world that doesn’t teach 
students similarly false and increasingly dangerous views about the planet (infinite growth and 
resources; efficiency as a solution, etc.).  Increasingly we are coming to understand the Earth as a 
complex, non-reductive, emergent ecosphere.  It is not infinitely flexible, but it can teach us a thing or 
two.  From the work of 19th century ecologists and environmental biologists to today’s visionary work 
in biomimicry, industrial ecology, and natural systems agriculture, a new understanding of the planet is 
being discovered and utilized and the results have been impressive.” 
 
“It is time for higher education to reflect this new Copernican worldview in its curriculum and 
mission.  As of today we are putting this paradigm shift on a fast track.  The University will begin a ten 
year process to transform our educational mission, values, and goals to better reflect the ecosystem 
model of the human-natural world.  We will still produce world-class research and highly sought-after 
graduates.  And we will continue to offer all of our traditional degree programs.  But we will work 
tirelessly to find ways to bring the insights of the emerging ecospheric worldview to the entire 
university community, and to the world.  Change is never easy; radical change is always resisted.  But it 
is a change too long in coming, as the statistics continue to show.  We need better solutions to our 
energy and food systems; we need to find ways for 8 billion people to live on the planet without a 
fourth of them living miserable lives.  We want to lead higher education in rejecting half-measures and 
curricular tinkering that increasingly make matters worse.  To do otherwise is to give our young people 
worse than a second-rate education.  It is to prepare them to live in and understand a world that no 
longer exists.” 
 
So much for some history about thinking and prior engagement. 

 


