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What is a “sustainable 
community”? 

O Two answers: 
O Amartya Sen: Everyone should have 

maximum capabilities to get what they value 
(freedoms to attain their functionings) 

O John Rawls: Everyone should have the same 
access to inequalities 

O But also must add natural resources into 
the equation 
O Make sure this idea of justice extends to 

future generations, too 



O Study on students in Red Cedar River Basin 
O Watched “Troubled Waters” documentary 
O Survey results: Positively influential! 
O Downside? Lack of commitment to do 

anything about it.  
O However, personal behaviors showed some 

commitment 
O Why then should we be worried about the 

potential for sustainable community here?? 

What is the potential here in 
the Red Cedar River Basin? 



O Many. 
O Social science research and theory abounds 

O Anomie (normlessness) breeds distrust 
O Alienation from one another and what we produce 

O Need for “virtual environmentalism” 
O Individual choices could never add up to a 

sustainable ecological footprint as a society (even 
for the “greenest” U.S. citizen) 

O We need to establish material constraints as a 
society to have sustainable communities 

O So how do we get people to agree to those 
constraints?? 

Problems with this 
individualist mindset?  



We need to make democracy 
work. 

O Alexis de Tocqueville: “Civic mindedness” thrives 
in America! 

O Thus, people value compromise and have high 
“social capital”! 

O This was in the 1830s. 
O Things are different today. 
O Trends over the last 25 years: 

O Attending club meetings: 58% drop 
O Family dinners: 43% drop 
O Having friends over: 35% drop 

 



And the irony. 
O When communities resist individualism we 

find the highest rates of self-reported 
happiness.  

O Civic-minded people actively constrain one 
another, but they talk about it. 

O And they get the most happiness out of life. 
O [Plus, joining and participating in just one 

group cuts in half your odds of dying next 
year.] 



What do we need to do? 
O Rituals that engage people in discussions which 

O Prioritize groups over individualism (“civic-
minded” values) 

O Integrate water and land use into decision making 
of all kinds 

O Examples? 
O Practical Farmers of Iowa 
O “Citizen science” education 
O Local non-governmental organizations (e.g. 

TMLIA) 



Webs of Affiliation 
O In addition, it matters that there is overlap 

among groups. 
O If you just talk and participate with one group of 

people who agree with you about everything 
then you will get the benefits of personal 
happiness but… 

O Democracy will fail and society’s relationship 
with nature will be unsustainable 

O So, make sure your groups encourage diversity 
of values/norms/backgrounds as much as 
possible!  





Thank you. 
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