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Green Cuttings: Ideas to cultivate as waters rise 
 
"The good appears not by proclamation but by conversation." This, from Lewis Hyde's 
Common as Air: Revolution, Art, and Ownership, captures something of my hope for the 
Rising Waters Confab. His book tells the story of the commons with a focus on the 
cultural commons. What I'm learning about the commons, both from him and others, 
gives me a framework that both guides how I imagine a healthy environmental future 
and provides a missing piece of the puzzle for how we'll get there.  
 
With the future in mind, the commons is both an ancient and contemporary way of 
managing shared resources, such as water and air, creative and intellectual ideas, and 
scientific discoveries. I suspect that we won't get far toward creating a more sustainable 
future unless we develop a stronger commitment to the commons and find ways to 
operate beyond just market and government spheres.  
 
In reaching for that future, the commons "cannot be achieved by individual decision-
making alone; rather, they are created and sustained by common action," says Bruce 
Sievers, another commons thinker I admire. Our Rising Waters Confab – and the meals, 
offsite adventures, play, and work we do together – may be a way to create our own 
commons and find "the good." In addition to whatever else we do collectively, the 
conversation can itself be a valuable kind of common action.  
 

A BIG TENT 
 

 
 
Naomi Klein spoke at Town Hall Seattle last fall about her latest book, This Changes 
Everything: Capitalism vs. the Climate. During her talk she said: "We're allowing sea levels 
to rise in the name of protecting an economic system that is failing the vast majority of 
people on this planet, with or without climate change. By responding robustly to climate 
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change in line with what scientists are telling us, we have a once in a century 
opportunity to solve some of our biggest and most intractable social and economic 
problems." Climate change is not simply another fight in the environmental movement, 
she told us. It requires a cross-class, cross-race, transnational alliance whose ultimate 
goal is not merely regulation but a profound reorganization of the global economy. 
 
Klein went on to say that she believes "climate change can provide the big tent that we 
need to build a new coalition, put us on a science-based deadline, and tell us that we 
cannot afford to lose."  
 
Big questions remain, of course. What would a reorganized economy look like, and 
what's needed to make it happen? 
 

THE COMMONS 
 
Lately I've been reading Think Like a Commoner: A Short Introduction to the Life of the 
Commons by David Bollier. With Lewis Hyde's Common as Air; Bruce Sievers's 
Philanthropy, Civil Society, and the Fate of the Commons; and my work with Peter 
Pennekamp on the Community Democracy Workshop, Bollier's writing has inspired me 
to find ways to bring the commons into my thinking, writing, conversations, and daily 
life. More recently I've discovered a relatively new book by Bollier and Burns Weston, 
Green Governance: Ecological Survival, Human Rights and the Law of the Commons. While I 
haven't read the book yet, I like their series of essays based on it, published by CSRwire. 
Here's a short excerpt from one of the essays (a link to all of them is here*): 
 

We believe that one of the most compelling, long-term strategies for dealing with the 
structural causes of our many ecological crises is to create and recognize legally, 
alternative systems of provisioning and governance. Fortunately, such an alternative 
general paradigm already exists. 
 
It’s called the commons. 
 
The commons in its broadest sense is a system of stewardship of shared resources. A 
commons is not run by government or businesses; the goal is not to maximize 
production or profit. A commons is a defined community of commoners who act as a 
conscientious trustee of given resources. They ensure that the land or water or fish is 
shared equitably among those who need it for their everyday needs. 

 
I'm encouraged by my growing mental image of how a commons (and "green 
governance") functions, where commons have existed in history, where they're found 
now, and how they might interact with the economic and political systems of 
government and the market (in what Bollier refers to as a "triarchy"). But how in the 
world do we get from here to there? 
 

INSPIRATION 
 
Though drawing any real parallel to climate change is impossible, it's inspiring to 
consider how other big changes are being made. For one, I look to current efforts to 
preserve an open internet and "net neutrality." Though that fight is certainly not over 
(may never be), a big victory came in February 2015 when the FCC ruled that the 
internet should be regulated as a public utility – an impossible turn of events, most 
people had thought. Jonathan Weisman, writing in the New York Times, gave much of the 
credit to what he called an "army of Internet activists." Dave Speer of the Mozilla 
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Foundation (Firefox) was quoted saying, "We've been outspent and outlobbied. We were 
going up against the second-biggest corporate lobby in D.C., and it looks like we've 
won." "Top-down decisions by executives, …paying lobbyists and buying 
advertisements were upended by the mobilization of Internet customers and users," 
Weisman wrote. And Althea Erickson of Etsy added, "Our community is the source of 
our power." 
 
A friend of mine, Helen Brunner, whom I got to know back in the 70s and 80s when we 
were both immersed in artists' work and organizations, began focusing on the public's 
rights in the digital age in the early 1990s. In 2006 she founded the Media Democracy 
Fund, which raises money from a coalition of funders to distribute to a grassroots 
network of media action groups. Among other issues, the Fund is deeply involved in 
fighting for net neutrality. Helen responded to my email of congratulations on the FCC's 
decision by reporting that the Fund had aggregated resources for the campaign, 
distributed grants and contracts, and coordinated an "amazing multifaceted distributed 
campaign." "Given that I've been working for equity on the net since 1992, yesterday was 
sweet victory, especially since the conventional wisdom was we'd never win."   
Helen also said, "I think of designing campaigns and grant strategies as artworks, and 
this one was particularly fun to make."  She also added "there hasn't been (nor is there 
going to be) much sleep for me!" 
 
Extensive research behind Score One for the Internet?, a new book published by Harvard's 
Berkman Center, concluded that "a diverse set of actors working in conjunction through 
the networked public sphere played a central, arguably decisive, role in turning around 
the FCC policy on net neutrality."  
 
A "networked public sphere" isn't exactly the same thing as the commons, but it's close 
enough to charge up my imagination. 
 

RISING WATERS CONFAB 
 
What are the possibilities of the Rising Waters Confab?  It may partly be a hotbed for an 
activist, advocacy campaign; Buster proposes "Agitprop in a Bottle," after all. At the 
same time, a style that suits me more (though I actually like trumpets and their power) is 
reflected in a poem by Marge Piercy, "The Seven of Pentacles." One stanza goes like this: 

 
Connections are made slowly, sometimes they grow underground. 
You cannot tell always by looking what is happening. 
More than half a tree is spread out in the soil under your feet. 
Penetrate quietly as the earthworm that blows no trumpet. 
Fight persistently as the creeper that brings down the tree. 
Spread like the squash plant that overruns the garden. 
Gnaw in the dark and use the sun to make sugar. 

 
David Buckland sets other expectations in A Simple and Undeniable Truth:  
 

We need both the thinking and the feeling: to frame public engagement, we need creative 
solutions in every sense. We need to win hearts and minds in order to achieve change. 
 
Storytellers, CS Lewis, said, carry meaning in a way that rational truth-tellers cannot. "For 
me," the novelist wrote, "reason is the natural organ of truth; but imagination is the organ of 
meaning. Imagination, producing new metaphors or revivifying old, is not the cause of truth, 
but its condition." 
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In her book, Dance to the Piper, Agnes de Mille reported complaining over dinner to 
Martha Graham about how one of her (de Mille's) dances was degenerating over time. 
DeMille's deep dissatisfaction led to this passionate response from Graham: 
 

[There is] no satisfaction whatever at any time! There is only a queer divine dissatisfaction, a 
blessed unrest that keeps us marching and makes us more alive than the others.  

 
"ART CAN CHANGE THE WORLD" 

 
What do I hope to gain from and contribute to the Rising Waters Confab? I'm glad for 
the personal time to keep cultivating these thoughts, and I'm thrilled to be doing this 
alongside everyone else who is part of Rising Waters. I want to help with conversations 
of whatever kind whenever the time seems right, to exercise my curiosity about how 
people come together and work together, and to do my part to take whatever sprouts 
here and spread it (like a squash plant) beyond the limits of the Confab's space and time.  
 
Oh yes, and I take seriously Bob Rauschenberg's belief that art can change the world.  
 

Anne Focke 
March 21, 2015 

 
 
 
                                         
*http://www.csrwire.com/blog/series/56-green-governance-ecological-survival-human-rights-and-the-
law-of-the-commons/posts	  


