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MOBILIZED WITHOUT MARCHING ORDERS 

 

Some days I'm convinced I'm ethically obligated to transform myself into a 

charismatic demagogue—the better to persuade Westerners to reduce their standard of 

living to a sustainable level—or, short of that, to cultivate as a puppet someone more 

suited to the job. Some days I surrender all hope of swaying the masses and plan 

instead a privately virtuous life of solar power and small-scale organic farming. One 

morning I'll wake resolved to devote myself to environmental law, resigned to fight the 

system from within. By the dawn of the next day, though, I'm as likely to be admiring the 

guerilla tactics of the Earth Liberation Front as enrolling in the latest online master's in 

environmental policy. I'm an engine revved without a destination, a militiaman mobilized 

without marching orders, an EMT roused and readied and dispatched...nowhere.  

And how did I come to be poised nervously here on the verge of unspecified 

action? What awoke in me this urge I know not how to satisfy? Two words: Moral 

Ground. 

If I don't request a book for Christmas, my dad gifts me one of his own choosing. 

For, in his mind, if no parental transfer of bound reading material occurs on or around 

December 25, sacrilege has been committed, a tradition allowed to fizzle. In 2011, 

paying a late-December visit to my tiny studio apartment, my father brought with him 

Moral Ground: Ethical Action for a Planet in Peril. He bestowed the gift apologetically, 

aware as he was of my plans to further downsize my already modest inventory of 

possessions. "I won't be upset if you give it away," he said, and in the same breath 

conceded the preachiness of his present. He called it, as I recall, "propaganda." 

Moral Ground infuriated me literally from page one. Eventually, though, I made 

peace with the volume‟s inclusion of arguments whose premises I did not accept. My 



failure to regard "survival of humankind" as of paramount importance in and of itself, I 

grudgingly acknowledged, did not negate the whole collection‟s relevance to me. Plenty 

of arguments in the book would proceed from sets of axioms I wouldn‟t find 

objectionable. Of this my father assured me. 

Progress through the book bore out my dad‟s prediction, but no placating 

paternal words could cool the deeper-seated frustration that grew with each passing 

chapter. Before I‟d read even a third of the essays, I began mental composition of the 

challenge I‟d issue to editors Kathleen Dean Moore and Michael P. Nelson once I 

reached the end of their compilation. I‟d demand that they reestablish contact with each 

contributor, that they ask each luminary to put pen to paper or hands to keyboard again. 

This time the authors would be charged with proposing concrete, specific steps 

individuals could take to effect actual, significant, positive change. Unaccompanied by 

such a sequel, I imagined informing Moore and Nelson, your book merely frustrates. It 

convinces the reader over and over again that the climate crisis demands an immediate, 

concerted, and broad-based response, and yet it communicates no real vision for what 

such a response might look like. Those “ethical action” blurbs don‟t cut it, I‟d tell them. 

“Lie on your back and watch the stars or the reflection of the city on the clouds”? “Be 

glad for ponds”? Really? You call that “action”?   

Moral Ground‟s effect on me fascinated my father. “I think your dissatisfaction 

with the book springs from the fact that you think the point to which the book devotes 

450 pages is obvious,” he wrote in an e-mail response to one of my rants. “We need to 

„take ourselves seriously as moral agents‟ and live on the planet in a responsible 

manner.” 

Why yes, I thought when I read my dad‟s diagnosis. I do think it‟s obvious that 

environmental problems are the most urgent facing us today, urgent enough that 

addressing them should be each person‟s individual priority. But why do I think this? 



Why does working on anything other than environmental issues strike me as naïve, 

irresponsible, increasingly unthinkable? My inability to explain my convictions disturbed 

me and, even weeks later (and now finished Moral Ground), I am not entirely satisfied 

with my attempt at rationalization. But here goes:  

 

I should meditate. Finally get serious about limbering up my chronically too-tight 

hamstrings. I should get my finances in order, increase my iron intake, learn HTML or 

Spanish. There's no shortage, in other words, of good work to be done on the person of 

Katharine Merow, no dearth of ways I might improve myself. Suppose, though, that I'm 

hunched over a toilet bowl, retching involuntarily into it the remnants of the previous 

day's meals. My time of gastrointestinal distress, of course, is no time to undertake a 

new exercise regimen, to start volunteering at the local library. Though laudable and 

worthwhile both, these endeavors must wait until the immediate crisis has been averted. 

I need to be able to keep food in my stomach. My body needs, if not to return to that 

enviable state of perfect health enjoyed only by the very young or very lucky, at least to 

stabilize. One doesn't trim split ends mid-seizure—and not just because the corporeal 

quaking would make it dangerous to do so.  

It‟s the earth, of course, that‟s seizing. The earth that has contracted a 

particularly virulent flu. Expend your energies on anything other than reestablishing 

equilibrium, it seems to me, and you're learning HTML. Stretching hamstrings. Trimming 

split ends.  

At best. 

 

So where does this leave me? Surer of mind, perhaps, but sicker at heart than 

ever. This clumsy earth-as-invalid analogy, see, has me thinking about hospice care, 

about how there often comes a point in human illness when so many systems have been 



compromised, so many options exhausted, that efforts to cure the disease or reverse the 

condition cease. Have we reached that point in the battle against climate change? 

(Frankly, when instructed to “be glad for ponds,” I fear as much.) Is that why no one has 

outlined a game plan? 

Have the meteorological models foretold inevitable doom? Do the behavioral 

economists and decision theorists despair at determining and deploying in time the 

magic mix of fear, guilt, and financial incentives needed to alter on a global scale habits 

as ingrained as they are destructive? 

If not—if, that is, there is still cause for hope—can someone coach me in the 

maintenance of that fragile optimism? The why of moral action I get; various vague 

whats have been suggested; but the how? It remains woefully underspecified. So, I 

ask—plead might not be too strong a word: Can someone please please tell me how I—

a mere individual, yes, but an industrious and reasonably intelligent one—can act? I 

recognize my moral obligation not to sit idly by as the planet warms, but—and this is the 

question of the hour—NOW WHAT?  

 

 


