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Literacy is the ability to read. Numeracy is the abi-
lity to count. Ecological literacy, according to Gar-
rett Hardin, is the ability to ask “What then ?” Con-
siderable attention is properly being given to our
shortcomings in teaching the young to read, count,
and compute, but not nearly enough to ecological lit-
eracy. Reading, wﬁmw all, is an ancient skill. And for
most of the twentieth century we have been busy
adding, subtracting, multiplying, dividing, and now
computing. But “What then ?” questions have not
come easy for us despite all of our formidable ad-
vances in other areas. Napoleon did not ask the ques-

tion, I gather, until he had reached the outskirts of

Moscow, by which time no one could give a good an-
swer except “Let’s go back home. —
“What then ?” is also an appropriate question to ask
before the last rain forests disappear, before the gro-
wth economy consumes itself into oblivion, and be-

fore we have warmed the planet intolerably.

The failure to develop ecological literacy is a sin-

of omission and of commission. Not only are we fail-
ing to teach the basics about the earth and how it
works, but we are in fact teaching a large amount
of stuff that is simply wrong. By failing to include
ecological perspectives in any number of subjects,
students are taught that ecology is unimportant for
history, politics, economics, society, and so forth.
And through television they learn that the earth is
theirs for the taking. The result is a generation of
ecological yahoos without a clue why the color of
the water in their rivers is related to their food sup-
ply, or why storms are becoming more severe as

the planet warms. The same persons as adults will
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create businesses, vote, have families, and above all, \

consume. If they come to reflect on the discrepancy
between the splendor of their private lives in a hot-
ter, more toxic and violent world, as ecological illiter-
ates they will have roughly the same success as
one trying to balance a checkbook without know-
ing arithmetic.
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