Discussion paper

Feminist-pragmatist democratic practice and contemporary sustainability movements: Jane Addams, Emily Greene Balch, Mary Parker Follett and Vandana Shiva
Abstract:

This paper demonstrates similarities in social change methodologies and theories of democracy between pragmatist feminists of the early 20th century and contemporary feminists in the sustainability movement. Beginning with the Fourth Principle in the Earth Charter this comparison focuses on philosophical and applied innovations of sustainable democracy, utilizing the work of Jane Addams, Mary Parker Follett, and Emily Greene Balch and contemporary activist Vandana Shiva. The links between these four women is based primarily in their advocacy of local democracies beyond representative politics. Although I do not claim that Shiva was influenced by any of these feminist-pragmatist’s works, I demonstrate that these women provide an alternative form of democracy that can form a foundation for a contemporary pragmatist approach to sustainable communities.

Sustainability: The Earth Charter
The Earth Charter is a essentially a global “people’s treaty” that developed  out of and alongside the United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP), based on international treaties and declarations originating in the UN Conference on the Human Environment in 1972 up through the UN World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg in 2002. The Earth Charter Initiative, formed in 1997, was composed of environmental leaders from 24 countries, including such figures as Mikhail Gorbachev of Russia and Wangari Maathai of Kenya. The Earth Charter was adopted in 2002. It is an eloquent call for protection of natural resources and for social and economic justice.
 As the preamble of the Earth Charter states:    

“We stand at a critical moment in Earth's history, a time when humanity must choose its future. As the world becomes increasingly interdependent and fragile, the future at once holds great peril and great promise. To move forward we must recognize that in the midst of a magnificent diversity of cultures and life forms we are one human family and one Earth community with a common destiny. We must join together to bring forth a sustainable global society founded on respect for nature, universal human rights, economic justice, and a culture of peace. Towards this end, it is imperative that we, the peoples of Earth, declare our responsibility to one another, to the greater community of life, and to future generations.” (Ferrero 2002,169)

As stated in the Preamble above, sustainable initiatives are based on environmental justice, economic health, and equitable democratic social communities in order to promote the ongoing health of a community or organization. 

The Fourth Principle in the Earth Charter is “Democracy, Nonviolence and Peace.” The first point under that principle is a call to “Strengthen democratic institutions at all levels, and provide transparency and accountability in governance, inclusive participation in decision making, and access to justice.” (177) 

Although democracy is a contested term in global social justice dialogue (particularly when it is erroneously used as a weapon of imperialism) the concept of democracy is often a starting place for sustainable societies, as we will see in Vandana Shiva’s work. Feminist pragmatists in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century also worked for a democratic and just society, extending the scope of democracy beyond representative politics. Mary Parker Follett, Jane Addams and Emily Green Balch all critiqued standard liberal democratic theory and proposed a form of locally based democracy. Follett also provides an explicit theoretical framework for a feminist analysis of power.  The philosophy and activism of these four women demonstrate ways that the Earth Charter’s call for democratic institutions can be put in place. 

Mary Parker Follett  (1868-1933) “Power-with” rather than “power-over”

        Mary Parker Follett (1868-1933) was an early feminist and pragmatist innovator who proposed a radical form of democracy based in local neighborhood groups. Her conception of local democracy grew out of her academic training in political history, modified by her experience working with community centers in the Boston area. She finished her coursework at Radcliffe in 1891, officially graduating in 1898. Her first book on political theory, The Speaker of the House of Representatives, was published in 1896.  In 1900 she started a debating club and then a community center for boys and men in the Roxbury neighborhood of Boston. In her second book, The New State: Group Organization, the Solution of Popular Government (1918) she created a new approach to democracy, building on the work of local community groups. After her 1924 book Creative Experience was published she was called upon to consult with business leaders, and she has remained influential throughout the 20th century as a ground-breaking theorist in management.  Her philosophical pragmatist writing is currently being recovered as a resource for feminist pragmatism.

In The New State  Follett provided both a sophisticated critique of the liberal democracy of the early U.S. founders and then proposed a “new” form of democracy based in local communities. As a pragmatist, she articulated the continuity between the person and the state and in that way critiques the “dualism” of thinking of individual and state separately. As a pragmatist, she understood that “the group and the individual come into existence simultaneously” (1924/ 127).  Democracy should instead be “a denial of dualism in every sense; it is an assertion that the people who do the doing are also thereby doing the thinking, and a divorce between these two is impossible” (1924, 203).  

Follett levels clear critiques at the underlying liberal individualistic philosophies of the founders of U.S. democracy, and more than Addams or Balch, she also criticized the way U.S. political system works. She saw that social contract theory grew out of a fear of government, based on the protection of the individual rights from state control (1918, 162). This philosophy pits the person in opposition to their government, rather than in as a co-creator of the community. Based partly on her research for her first book, she is critical of the two-party system, because it sets people up in a competition, rather than as members of a community working to find resolution to issues.  She saw that in the two-party system people only became votes in the party system, not creators of their democracy. As she said, “the aim of all party organization is to turn out a well-running voting machine” (1918, 166). 

Follett says that the process of democracy is one which can only be engaged through concrete experience. She is most critical of the idea that concepts and opinions of experts can result in “consent” from those governed, understanding that ideas outside of the actual physical and emotional activity of experience do not result in real change. And so, the ideas must be integrated with real experience through action and habits. She claims that we are governed mostly by cultural tradition expressed in our active processes and habits, and yet in the pragmatist mode, tradition is always developing. She understood that the public can never assent to be governed, because assenting is a passive activity that does not change what we do or our habits. Action causes change, and per Follett, we must actually engage in activity together toward a goal in order to be integrated.  These integrative practices with each other should be the basis of democracy, rather than majority rule. As described below, integration is neither compromise nor mediation; it is discovering a creative new way to find a way that works for all parties. 
In The New State Follett proposes that democracy should begin with local action with neighborhood groups and centers which then send representatives to progressively larger community groups, with “neighborhood organization as the basis of the new state” (255).  The local communities give the individual a place to act, to “develop the methods by which regular meetings of representatives from neighborhood organizations meet to discuss all city and state problems” (245). Referencing pragmatist work, she claims that we can only “understand the collective and distributive by living. Life is the true revealer: I can never understand the whole by reason…” (265).  Her vision of democracy therefore puts power primarily in the local community, based in the decision-making activities of local groups. All state or national authority, she believes, should derive from a connection with these small local groups.
 

Pluralism and difference, the voices of many differing people, is central to her conception of democracy. As she says, “(t)he hope of democracy is in its inequalities” (inequalities here meaning differences). This conception of democracy growing out of difference builds on a pragmatist epistemology that “truth emerges from difference…from all the countless differings of our daily lives” (1924, 208).  She extends this role of pluralism to international relations: “war can never cease until we see the value of differences, that they are to be maintained not blotted out…tolerance is intolerable” (1918, 344). Later, after the end of WWI and the beginning of the League of Nations, she continues this advocacy of pluralistic participation, saying “the present aim of our international conferences is wrong: the aim should not be intellectual agreement alone, but to provide opportunities for actual agreement through the activities of the nations involved.” (1924, 150-151.)  

The integrative process “power-with” process based on mutual joint action change power hierarchies.  As political philosopher Jane Mansbridge says of her work, “one of (Follett’s) central insights on democracy and conflict, an idea she called “power-with,” has become a working part of feminist theory.”  According to Follett, “when you and I decide on a course of action together and do that thing, you have no power over me nor I over you, but we have power over ourselves together” (1924, 186).  This, she says, is genuine power, originating in joint experience.  This joint action however does not result in giving up individual power, an idea that she thought was “very harmful” (191).  The other form of power, power-over, is the type of hierarchical power that comes from control based on position and authority. She says that “power-over” is not real power – it is inappropriate for democracy and does not produce lasting democratic reform.  Even the voting process of democracy, the rule of the majority can be a type of power-over. As she says, “All pure majority control is getting power over. Genuine control is activity between, not influence over” (1924, 186).  Activity is a key element for Follett, discussion and intellectual agreement will not result in integration “integration occurs in the sphere of activities, and not of ideas or wills” (CE 150).  

Although she points to the need for a new process of democracy in The New State, Follett’s 1924 book Creative Experience more clearly explains the process of integration, which she believed could be used in many arenas in life, not just in politics.  Beginning with the essential element of difference and conflict, the process of integration leads to invention, to the creation of something new.  “…it is equally to be hoped that we shall always have conflict, the kind which leads to invention, to the emergence of new values” (1925, 72). In a 1925 talk before at a Bureau of Personnel Administration conference, Follett summarized the steps needed for integration, which include a) uncovering the real conflict,  b) analyzing the “constituent parts of all demands, as well as looking at the proposal as a whole, c) examining the language and the symbols used to arrive at a deeper understanding of the positions of both sides, d) anticipating demands, e) understanding that we are responding to the relationship between people as well as the demands, and “never allow(ing) ourselves to be bullied by an ‘either-or’” (75-86)
Follett was not an unrealistic utopian thinker, she understood that the integrative process was challenging and difficult. It required a high order of thinking skills, a rich imagination, and freedom from manipulations of those who may be in positions of domination. She knew that for those who wanted the thrill of the battle and conquest, it could seem like “a tamer affair” (82).  Yet, it is rigorous, it requires a heightened sense of self-reflection, understanding the ways that “my behavior is helping to develop the situation to which I am responding” (81) and the ability to engage in active problem-solving based on self-reflection.  Integration then requires education and training for cooperative thinking and action, rather than contentious debate. But she also believed that this process was a necessary part of accepting responsibility for our democracy. Living in and participating in a democracy made one responsible for developing and utilizing the skills of integration. 

Follett understanding of conflict resolution is stunning, and she was clearly ahead of her time in her analysis of power. Surprisingly, she does not she address the unequal power differences inherent in a gendered and race-based society. Given her training in history and political science, and the fact that she could neither vote for most of her life nor get a Ph.D. at Harvard/Radcliffe where she was educated, it is surprising that she does not provide a critique of male privilege, nor write in support of women’s suffrage.  I have also not found an explicit critique of laissez-faire capitalism or economic imperialism in Follett’s work, although her work on power has implications that could be extended to these areas. She provides a sophisticated analysis of power which establishes the conditions necessary for deliberative decision-making in government and local affairs. She then extends that process to a proposal for an international deliberative process yet does not consider effect of economic or militaristic dominance has in international dialogue.  Those areas have recently been taken up by global, post-colonial activists like Vandana Shiva.

Jane Addams (1860-1935) “With, not for” 

Jane Addams is the best known of the feminist-pragmatists of her era, and much has been written about her philosophies of democracy.
 Democracy was a central theme in Addams’ lifelong work; it informed her work with the labor unions, in women’s movement, educational reform activism, and her leadership in the global peace movement. As John Dewey said in a 1945 tribute to Addams, “Miss Addams put her faith in extension of the democratic process to the still wider world of peoples” (LW 15:196, 23). Yet Addams did not merely extend democracy, she radically recreated it. She took what had been an individualistic liberal political structure and recreated it as a mode of community association and an ethical standard.  As she explains at the School of Applied Ethics in 1892, a political democracy through equal voting rights is not sufficient; changes also must be made in social conditions to create the conditions for democracy: 

Democracy has made little attempt to assert itself beyond the position of its eighteenth-century leaders, who believed that political equality alone would secure all good to all men  (1893/1970, 2-3).
The democratic social community, what Addams calls “the newer conception of democracy” (1902/2002, 9) grows out of shared experiences. As family morality arose naturally from shared experiences, this newer social ethic is based on increased affinity through shared common experiences with diverse others. As she said, we must attain this social ethic, “by mixing on the thronged and common road where all must turn out for one another, and see the size of one another’s burdens” (1902/2002, 7). These common experiences require dialogue and participation in addressing social concerns. Even in industry, she advocated for decisions based in dialogue and mutuality. As she said “the employer is too often cut off from social ethics….when he is good ‘to’ people rather than ‘with’ them, when he decides what is best for them instead of consulting them” (1902/2002, 70). This “with” rather than “to” echoes the settlement house slogan of working “with rather than for” the people in the community. This apparently was one of the earliest things she learned from working in the Hull House neighborhood, and is arguably a central basis for the success of Hull House. In her earliest publication in 1893, she said that settlement residents must “be content to live side-by-side with their neighbors until they grow into a sense of relationship and mutual interests” (1893/1970, 23).  By 1902 she has grown even more convinced of this need of “with” rather than “to” when she says of any social good that “unless all men and classes contribute to that good, we cannot even be sure that it is worth having” (1902/2002, 97). She echoes the same sentiment as late as1930 in the Second Twenty Years at Hull House, “Democracy believes that the man at the bottom may realize his aim only through an unfolding of his own being, and that he must have a share in the regulation of his own life” (383). 

Addams critiqued how capitalism distorts democracy although her critique was not as extensive as that of contemporary feminist activists like Vandana Shiva. “The great principle of liberty has been translated into the unlovely doctrine of commercial capitalism” (1912/2002, 93), perhaps seeing early warning signs of global capitalism that rides on the coat-tails of democratic reform.  She also connected laissez-faire capitalism with imperialism and militarism, saying that “(u)nrestricted commercialism is an excellent preparation for governmental aggression.” (1907/2003, 109)  Because her conception of democracy was enacted through social engagement rather than political theory, she did not create a plan whereby local communities affect national or international politics. Yet all of her political and social activism is based in cooperative action based in mutual relationship, and she uses local community relationships as models for national and international activism. For example, she illustrates the possibilities of peaceful international dialogue with the immigrant community dialogue in the Hull House neighborhood. 

Addams’ analysis of power is not as explicit as Follett’s, yet in her understanding of “with, not for” and “with not to” as well as her requirement that all parties have a share in the regulation of all parts of their lives, she is advocating a new basis for shared power.

Emily Greene Balch (1867-1961) “Citizens of the World”

Throughout her long life, Emily Greene Balch pursued a broad spectrum of social, economic and political reform in three innovative careers, first as a founder of a settlement house (1892-1894), then as an academic (1896-1918), and finally as an international advocate for peace, working with the League of Nations and the United Nations.  She received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1946, the second American woman after Jane Addams to be so honored. She was educated at Bryn Mawr, and did post-graduate work in economics with Emile Levasseur. She also studied with Albion Small at the University of Chicago, and did a year-long study in economics in Germany. At Wellsley she was Professor and Chair of Economics and Social Science at until the beginning of WWI when she eventually lost of her position because of her peace activism. As a colleague of Addams, Balch was a founding member and later president of the Women’s International League of Peace and Freedom, where she worked with both the League of Nations and the United Nations as a representative of WILPF.

Trained as an economist, Balch considered “the real business of the times” to be “the realization of a more satisfactory economic order” (1972, 77).  In her later international work, she clearly saw how the American advocacy of democracy could be a type of cultural imperialism to “see to it that the American way of life makes the tour of the globe,” and she understood that this was often associated with economic imperialism.  She was ahead of her contemporaries in recognizing the dangers of policies and business practices that fostered a “free field for profit makers” in less powerful but “nominally independent peoples” (1926/1972, 142). To counter economic imperialism, she argued for the regulation of trade through international agreements to protect against any country from controlling the assets of another. Balch wrote that American economic imperialism was often “very much concealed under a protective coloration of formal political independence” so that the American people were “complacently unaware” of it (1926/1972, 141). 

Balch’s advocacy of local control is most clearly seen in her 1926 work in Haiti on behalf of the WILPF. She went to Haiti as part of a 6 person team of Americans, including two African American peace workers, Addie Hunton and Charlotte Atwood, to investigate the U.S. occupation in Haiti. Their report was submitted as a Memorandum on the situation to the official Hoover Commission and later published in On Haiti (1927/1972). They came to see how the U.S. was an occupying force that robbed Haitians of the responsibility of self-government, regardless of the “good” that the Americans thought they were bringing to Haiti in the form of bridges, hospitals and stability. As Balch said, “there are more ways of helping a neighbor who is in trouble than knocking him down and taking possession of his property and family” (1972, 147). The commission deplored the racism and discrimination they saw from the Americans there. Balch and her team unequivocally recommended that self-government be restored, that a parliament responsible to the Haitian people be put into place, and that Haitians should occupy positions of decision-making authority. (1927/1972, 152-161)

She understood the issues of power inherent in economic hierarchies, but as a woman who had neither wealth nor voting rights, she looked for alternate sources of power.  “Never again must women dare to believe that they are without responsibility because they are without power Public opinion is power; strong and reasonable feeling is power; determination, which is the twin sister of faith or vision, is power” (1915/2003, 47).

Balch focused on shared concrete and functional work as a methodology for developing a shared democracy. People defined themselves, she thought, through integrative practice, when they came together for problem-solving action.   According to Balch, such work required carefully listening to multiple perspectives and giving up individual power to work collaboratively. She summarized that in her Nobel Peace Prize speech in 1946. “In individual and personal relations, as well as in political and international relations, we must apply the principles which underlie consent and still better, cooperation and struggle of the fruitful and invigorating type...We have made but the merest beginnings in the highest of the human arts, that of living and working together on the plane of consent and cooperation without coercion” (1948).    

 Vandana Shiva (b. 1952)

Vandana Shiva (b. 1952) is an environmental activist who campaigns for biological diversity and human rights in opposition to globalization and critiques the corporate patenting of the genetics of basic traditional foods.  Born in India, Shiva earned her M.A. in philosophy of science and a Ph.D. is in physics.  Her early book, Staying Alive: Women, Ecology and Survival (1989), analyzed the gendered consequences of environmental injustice and she continues to work with women from all over the globe in the movement she launched, Diverse Women for Diversity. She has written or edited eighteen books. 

Like Addams, Balch and Follett, Shiva reinvents democracy in service of social justice; for Shiva that necessarily includes environmental justice.  The principles of her revision of democracy are most clearly described in Earth Democracy (2005). She believes that the democratic process in recent history has been shaped by narrow nationalisms and controlled by global corporations.  The current models of representative democracy are “inadequate” (74) according to Shiva because “elections do not change economic politics under corporate globalization” (75). When local economies are destroyed and small farmer’s livelihoods are threatened, the resulting insecurity “breeds fear and exclusion and provides fertile ground for the emergence of politics based on narrow cultural identities” (74-75). Often the result is a reinforced cultural nationalism. Instead, she argues for local democracies that include control over economic conditions and that are interwoven with and influential on international trade policies. These local democracies must grow out of local ecosystems, building on local cultures and economies (79-80). If local democracies were powerful enough, local communities could have the decision-making authority regarding multi-national corporate use of their resources. 
Her vision of democracy reinstates the commons – a vision of the planet as a shared space that embraces common rights and responsibilities. Included in the commons which should not be bought and sold for profit are “knowledge, culture, water, biodiversity, and public services ash as health and education” (3). She points out how global capitalism encloses these commons as resources for sale, thereby taking control of shared resources out from local communities. She illustrates this in the way Monsanto now owns the patent for Indian brassica mustard seed, an essential commodity used in Indian cuisine and traditionally grown by many generations of Indian farmers (2001, 23). 
Although Shiva provides many examples of movements that are based in local democracies or local cultures, and ways that she and other organizations have fought back against global corporations polluting and plundering of local environments, Earth Democracy does not contain concrete methods for connecting local democracies to larger governmental issues.  What seems to be missing is a clear proposal for a deliberative process required in a democracy and one may be left wondering how conflicts are resolved when not all parties agree with a proposed change. Perhaps she believes that these methods will grow out of local conversations. However, without a proposal for the nuts and bolts of a local democracy, her work remains a call for change, albeit a very powerful one. Follett’s work may be more useful in proposing concrete steps that can be used to create local democracy, connected to larger governing issues. 

Shiva’s work could be considered a feminist-pragmatist philosophy in some senses, but doesn’t fully articulate a sense of the continual adjustment of ideas based on experiences that we find in Addams or even Follett’s work.  In today’s world, the pragmatist attitude of fallibilism and uncertainty opens the door to change and dialogue; it sets the conditions for continual growth of ideas.   For example, in the last year of her life at the celebration for the 20th anniversary of WILPF in Washington DC in 1935, Addams exhibits that continually sense of change, “I have never been sure that I was right. I think we all have to feel our way, step by step” (Linn 416).


What Addams, Shiva, Balch and Follett share in common is a reliance on local communities as essential starting places for democracies, understanding that local communities require local engagement and mutual engagement. In that, they share some priorities with communitarian thinkers. Yet, what these feminist pragmatists bring to the table that some communitarians miss is the importance of difference, and the need to search for and embrace conflict or differing interpretations of life. As feminists, these activists, particularly Shiva and Addams often communicate the need for change through telling stories about real lives – embodied particularities instead of abstract ideas. In the stories they tell and in the actions they endorse, all of these women stress the relationship between economic equality and the viability of democracy.  Sustainability as a foundational practice intentionally overlaps these areas of economic and social justice; democracy as an essential component of sustainable community life requires that we model the types of practices that these four women endorse. 
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