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Abstract: This paper is about the nature of democracy in environmental politics, with special reference to the issue of representation, and to the issues of speaking and listening.  It is argued that politics has always been regarded as concerned with ‘speechifying’, and that this has created problems for politicising environmental issues, many of which have to do with ‘dumb Nature’.  The work of Bruno Latour is examined in this context as a way of including Nature in politics without resorting to extravagant claims about ‘Nature speaking’.  Latour’s epistemological approach to ‘politicising Nature’ is discussed, and attention is focused on the importance for the political (and especially democratic) process of ‘listening’ as well as ‘speaking’. 
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This article is about the nature of democracy in environmental politics.  It turns out that this rather specific sub-genre of democratic theorising has implications for democratic theory in general, via considerations of the issue of representation, and – especially - the issues of speaking and listening.  Of necessity the article is also about the nature of politics, the relationship between science and politics, and the relationship between human beings and the rest of nature.  I begin by illustrating the way in which politics has come to be associated with speaking and the capacity to speak, and indicate how this has complicated the intentions of the green movement – or at least the intentions which depend on, or revolve around, extending political subjecthood beyond the human community.

Politics and speech
At least since the moment when Aristotle attempted to define the nature of the political animal, we have become accustomed to the idea that politics is about speaking.  This is what Aristotle says in Book 1 of his Politics: 

It follows that the state belongs to a class of objects which exist in nature, and that man is by nature a political animal; it is his nature to live in a state. He who by his nature and not simply by ill-luck has no city, no state, is either too bad or too good, either sub-human or super-human – sub-human like the war-mad man condemned in Homer’s words ‘having no family, no morals, no home’; for such a person is by his nature mad on war, he is a non-cooperator like an isolated piece in a game of draughts.  But it is not simply a matter of cooperation, for obviously man is a political animal in a sense in which a bee is not, or any gregarious animal. Nature, as we say, does nothing without some purpose; and for the purpose of making man a political animal she has endowed him alone among the animals with the power of reasoned speech. Speech is something different from voice, which is possessed by other animals also and used by them to express pain or pleasure; for the natural powers of some animals do indeed enable them both to feel pleasure and pain and to communicate these to each other. Speech on the other hand serves to indicate what is useful and what is harmful, and so also what is right and what is wrong. For the real difference between man and other animals is that humans alone have perception of good and evil, right and wrong, just and unjust. And it is the sharing of a common view in these matters that makes a Household or a city. (Aristotle, 1962: 28-9)

Here Aristotle takes us through a succession of characteristics and capacities possessed by human beings and asks which one it is that makes ‘man’, of all the animals, a political animal?  He points out that men have the capacity to co-operate – but this can’t be the decisive capacity because bees and other ‘gregarious animals’ possess it too.  He also refers to ‘pleasure and pain’ and infers and implies that animals other than the human animal have the capacity to experience these sensations too.  Non-human animals can also ‘communicate’ these sensations, says Aristotle, so communication via what he calls ‘voice’ is not the decisive discriminatory capacity either.  

It turns out that the capacity that distinguishes humans from other animals, and which makes the former political animals in the way in which the latter are not, is ‘speech’.  Speech, unlike voice, enables us to communicate judgements – between ‘what is useful and what is harmful’, for instance, and also between ‘what is right and what is wrong’.    This capacity for judgement is a precondition for the political life because according to Aristotle the ‘sharing of a common view’ in matters of good and evil, right and wrong, just and unjust, is what makes a city – the polis itself.

In this way Aristotle makes speech central to his conception of politics, and this has the consequence of making politics discriminatory.  I do not mean by this to reiterate the familiar point that some politics are discriminatory, but that politics itself is discriminatory, because at its heart lies a capacity that is given only to some beings – the capacity in question is the capacity of speech, and the being in question is the human being.

So the other thing we learn from Aristotle is that politics is about inclusion/exclusion, and that the mark of those who are included is the right and/or capacity to speak, and the mark of the excluded is the derogation of either their right or their capacity – and often both - to speak.  From this perspective progressive politics can be read as the struggle for the right and the capacity to speak.  This is where the power of civil rights and feminist claims resides: in the observation that politics is about speaking, that humans are speaking creatures, that women and people of colour are human beings, and thus that the refusal to allow women and people of colour a voice is inconsistent with an observable fact (women and people of colour are speaking beings) and a widely held, if not often argued-for, stipulation:  that politics is defined as the use or deployment of ‘reasoned speech’.

What might all this mean for the latest progressive ‘kid on the block’ – the green movement?  In some respects the claims and demands of the green movement are similar to those of other progressive social movements, at least in the terms we are discussing here.  The environmental justice movement, for example, recognises that the environment, as a set of resources, is as subject to being divided up fairly and unfairly in the same was as money or any other good that underpins capacities and capabilities.  To this degree, environmental justice activists are seeking recognition and voice for the environmentally disadvantaged in the same sort of way that feminists seek a voice for women.

Speaking for whom? Speaking for what?

But for greens, the ‘community of affected interests’ takes us into uncharted territory as far as our generally accepted political experience is concerned.  For example, greens will point out that our actions today will have an impact on future generations: this, after all, is one of the reasons why they take a sceptical view of the promise of nuclear energy.  It is hard to argue for speech for future generations on the same basis as feminists and people of colour argue for it, because future generations do not have the capacity to speak in the same self-evident way as women and people of colour have it. And given the close connection between ‘speech’ and ‘politics’ this makes it harder to argue that future generations should be taken into political account since they lack the capacity that amounts to the entry ticket to political consideration.  This perhaps helps to explain the stubborn resistance one encounters to taking the interests of future generations into account when we discuss – in the present – issues which will patently affect them, such as nuclear power.  Economists will explain this slightly differently, through the idea of the discount rate which ensures that lives today are worth more than lives tomorrow, but the end result is the same.  The speech/politics connection allows us to offer a different yet connected account of the way in which future generations are marginalized from political consideration.  This is not to say that they are never taken into account; in fact the government-appointed Committee on Radioactive Waste Management (CoRWM) explicitly counted future generations among the stakeholders whose interests should be taken into consideration in the process of deciding how and where waste should be disposed of (Blowers, 2006).  But such accounting will always be a matter of balance and priority: future generations (despite their massive numbers) will always be some way down the list due to the equivocal status they hold as ‘speechifiers’ and, therefore, as bona fide political beings.

But the problems of establishing the claims of future generations to political ‘beingness’ pale into insignificance alongside the other vast category of animates and inanimates on whose behalf Greens say they speak.  This other category is ‘Nature’, and from the point of view of view of political subjecthood Nature has a problem because it does not possess even the potential to speak (a potentiality to which future generations can plausibly lay claim).  The best it can manage is ‘voice’, in Aristotle’s terms, and even this is a capacity given only to some members of the non-human natural world.  Once again, Aristotle’s foundational linking of speech with politics helps to explain the grave difficulties Greens have with articulating a politics for the environment which goes even a tiny way beyond thinking of the environment as an object for political consideration rather than as a political subject in its own right.  It is significant that the most successful attempts to breach the barrier, to haul some members of the non-human natural world over into the political community archetypally populated by human beings, are made on behalf of those beings most like human beings – the Great Apes (Cavalieri and Singer, 1993).  Of course the similarities referred to go beyond speech (the learned use of tools comes to mind, for example), but speech, or approximations to it, certainly possesses the ‘wow factor’ (think dolphins communicating and chimps learning limited vocabularies).

So if the political subject has to be a speaking being, how can the putative subjects of green politics be political subjects?

Let’s be clear that this is a different question to the one of how to get the voices of future generations and non-human nature heard, assuming that they have indeed been admitted to the charmed circle of political beings.  In that context, theory and practice can reply on the venerable ideas around representation and, in particular, representative democracy.  All sorts of ingenious methods for representing the interests of future generations and non-human nature have been suggested.  Some of these take the form of finding ways of getting these interests represented ‘directly’, by allocating reserved numbers of seats in legislatures for these groups, then conducting elections to find their representatives (Dobson, 1996; Ekeli, 2005).  Other suggestions include the idea of ‘encapsulated interests’, whereby deliberative democratic procedures are deployed in the hope and expectation that the unconstrained consideration of all affected interests under conditions where the force of the better argument – rather than power and manipulation – count, will result in (human) participants adequately representing the interests of future generations and non-human nature (Goodin, 1996).

Bruno Latour: epistemology, not ontology

These suggestions assume that, to a degree, these groups are worthy of political consideration – if not quite political subjects in their own right.  So this still leaves open the question of whether future generations and non-human nature can ever acquire political subjecthood.  One person who has approached this question in an intriguing way is Bruno Latour in his Politics of Nature.  He begins by asserting a point we have already made:  ‘From the time the term “politics” was invented, every type of politics has been defined by its relation to nature’ (Latour, :1).  This is why he says that, ‘we cannot choose to engage in political ecology or not’ (Latour, :1) – but we do have a choice as to how to engage in it.   We can either:

(a) ‘engage in it surreptitiously, by distinguishing between questions of nature and questions of politics’, or,

(b) ‘explicitly, by treating those two sets of questions as a single issue’. (Latour, :1)

The first of these strategies is the one we have been describing to date – prompted by Aristotle’s definition of politics which rests on distinguishing the realm of nature and the realm of politics.  The second strategy is the one Latour explains in his book, and it needs some careful unpacking.  

At the core of his thinking is the idea of two ‘houses’ or ‘assemblies’, which he calls the House of Science and the House of Politics (Latour, :15).  For Latour, ‘Nature’ inhabits the House of Science, and people inhabit the House of Politics.  Epistemologically, the former is generally regarded as a realm of certainty and objectivity while the latter is a realm of doubt and normativity.  As Latour puts it, we have ‘two houses, one of which would have authority and not speak, while the other would have speech and no authority’ (Latour, :17).  Note how the capacity to speak is once again a defining feature of the two-house set up.  According to Latour the mistake political ecologists have made – and still make – is to ‘use nature to abort politics’ (Latour, :19).  By this I think he means that political ecologists play nature as if it were a trump card, settling all arguments, so economic growth, for example, comes under the green political spotlight because nature (in the guise, here, of finite resources) will not allow it.  Far from creating a new politics, as they sometimes claim, the green movement has simply ‘substituted a greener, warmer nature … for the cold, gray nature of the ancient (political) epistemologists’ (Latour, :19).  For modern-day political ecologists, as for the ‘ancient epistemologists’, Nature is the ultimate legislator.  In sum, says Latour, ‘the ecology movements have sought to position themselves on the political chessboard without redrawing its squares, without redesigning the rules of the game, without redesigning the pawns’ (Latour, :5).

As we consider the way in which Latour believes himself to be redesigning the rules of the game, the key thing to remember is that he works in the realm of epistemology.  He makes no attempt to claim, for example, that some animals are so sufficiently similar to the human animal to warrant their proxy participation in the political game.  This is the well known strategy pursued by supporters of the Great Ape Project, for example, and it appears to be bearing some real-world political fruit – in Spain, at least – where the proposal to grant the Great Apes the kinds of rights granted to humans is being discussed in the Senate.  This is indeed one way of crossing the human/non-human boundary, but it is not the way Latour chooses.  He explicitly resists what ‘many ecological thinkers have invited us to do … to extricate ourselves from traditional metaphysics in order to embrace a different, less dualistic, more generous, warmer metaphysics’, and this is because ‘any metaphysics has the disagreeable characteristic of leading to interminable disputes’ (Latour, :60).  Perhaps he has in mind the litres of green ink that have been spilt by environmental philosophers arguing over the characteristics required for ‘moral considerability’ – always pushing beyond the human but never quite sure where to stop – and why.

Bruno Latour: forget ‘Nature’
So how does Latour propose to redraw the rules of the game?  He does so, in the first place, by making the startling claim that ‘political ecology has nothing to do with nature’ (Latour, :5; emphasis in the original).  This comes as rather a shock to someone – me – who has spent the last 20 years writing about the politics of ecology as a politics of nature as well as a politics of human beings.  Latour clarifies his remark this by making it clear that he is operating in the realm of epistemology rather than ontology: ‘We are not witnessing the emergence of questions about nature in political debates, but the progressive transformation of all matters of facts into disputed states of affair, which nothing cam limit any longer to the natural world alone – which nothing, precisely, can naturalise any longer’ (Latour, :25; emphasis in the original).  Political ecology’s mistake has been to pay too much attention to nature, and not enough to what we can or cannot know about it – or about anything else.  

Like many other ideologies – traditional conservatism, for example – political ecology ‘continues, alas, to use nature to abort politics’ (Latour, :19; emphasis in the original).  This is a point that has been made by other theorists – particularly democratic theorists - who worry about political ecology’s tendency to short-circuit debate and discussion.  Michael Saward, for example, has written that, ‘To the extent that the realization of certain green principles – like dealing urgently with over-population – is seen as essential, we are dealing with an imperative that has a no-real-choice quality’ (Saward, 1993: 64).  He goes on to say that, ‘The idea that nature has “intrinsic value” adds to the problem.  Something of intrinsic value has, in the first instance at least, more value than something valued for contingent reasons.  Such values cannot be overridden by something for which only instrumental justifications can be offered’ (Saward, 1993: 66).   This leads Saward to ask himself where democracy stands in the green lists of priorities, and he concludes that, ‘at best direct democracy can only be at or near the bottom of value-lists of Greens’ (Saward, 1993: 68).  (Note that he refers specifically to direct democracy here.  It is part of this argument that representative democracy might be more compatible with Green objectives and values than direct democracy – but to explore that argument would take me too far from my chosen path today).  

In any case, Latour is making much the same argument as Saward.  When he says that political ecology uses nature to abort politics, he means that nature is used by political ecologists as a cipher for objectivity.  He wants us to rid ourselves of the idea that the House of Nature is a realm of objective knowledge – and then to collapse the two houses, or assemblies, not by making anything of the ontological fact that the human animal is an animal, but by examining the implications of the idea that ‘matters of fact’ are being (or have been) replaced by ‘disputed states of affair’.  Thus the house of Nature is no longer the realm of objectivity that political ecologists will claim it to be: it is, rather, a realm of dispute and uncertainty.  So:

Political ecology does not shift attention from the human pole to the pole of nature; it shifts from certainty about the production of risk-free objects (with their clear separation between things and people) to uncertainty about the relations whose unintended consequences threaten to disrupt all ordering, all plans, all impacts. (Latour, :25; emphasis in the original)

So rather than see politics naturalised by Nature – by which Latour understands the ‘aborting’ or short-circuiting of politics, the cutting-off of debate – he wants to see Nature politicised, by which he understands the introduction of the trope which characterises the House of Humans – uncertainty, doubt – to the House of Nature.  Once again, let’s note how the border crossing between the ‘human’ and the ‘natural’ takes place via epistemology rather than via ontology, zoology, ecology or biology.  The striking thing is not that humans share 99.5% of their DNA with chimpanzees, but that the realm inhabited by chimpanzees can no longer be regarded as a realm of objectivity.  And this has some interesting consequences for what he then considers the realm of politics to consist in.  (I am now groping my way slowly towards the ‘listening’ part of what I want to say – but we’re not quite there yet).  In sum, we have been operating with a false dichotomy – and one in which political ecology has itself colluded. The dichotomy is betrayed by the following question: ‘Must we have a politics that is oriented towards humans or one that also takes nature into account?’ (Latour, :50).  The former option has come to be called anthropocentrism – the bête noire of political ecology – while the latter could range from the lightest form of enlightened anthropocentrism (it is in the interests of humans to ‘protect nature’), to the darkest form of deep ecology (biospherical egalitarianism).  At the present time, says Latour, the entire gamut of environmental-political positions is covered by this spectrum, which in turn is captured by the dichotomous question, ‘Must we have a politics that is oriented towards humans or one that also takes nature into account?’  Latour believes this, as he says, to be a ‘false dichotomy’ (Latour, :50).

Bruno Latour: spokespersons
It is a false dichotomy, he says, because ‘the terms “nature” and “society” do not designate domains of reality’ (Latour, :53).  What Latour wants to do is to construct a ‘new collective’ – a ‘political ecology of collectives consisting of humans and non-humans’ (Latour, :61).  He does this by ‘exchanging properties’ between humans and nonhumans, with a view to exposing characteristics that they have in common.  Once again, these are not DNA-type characteristics, but more specifically political characteristics.  Latour agrees with Aristotle that ‘the only way to recognize the “citizenry” within the collective that may be relevant for public life is to define the collective as an assembly of beings capable of speaking’ (Latour, :62).  On the face of it this is not at all promising for the inclusion of nonhuman nature in the political process: such a stipulation seems guaranteed to cement the distinction between the House of the Things and the House of Humans – because ‘things’ can’t speak.  As Latour says: ‘Politics talks and palavers; nature does not, except in ancient myths, fables and fairy tales’ (Latour, :62). 

At this point, though, Latour offers us his first and most important exchange of properties.  He points out that both things and humans suffer from ‘speech impedimenta’ (Latour, :63), by which he means ‘the difficulties one has in speaking and the devices one needs for articulation of the common world’ (Latour, :249-50).  We do not hear from either things or humans in an unmediated way.  Both things and people have ‘spokespersons’, and it is this that shows the ‘profound kinship between representatives of humans (in the political sense) and representatives of non-humans (in the epistemological sense)’ (Latour, :250).  As Latour puts it:

If I speak in the name of another, I am not speaking in my own name.  Conversely, if I were to affirm without further ado that another is peaking through me, I would be demonstrating great naiveté, a naiveté that certain epistemological myths manifest (“facts speak for themselves”) but political traditions prohibit. (Latour, :64)

Once again, here, Latour is setting up an apparent opposition between politics (a realm of doubt and uncertainty) and science (objectivity, certainty).  He wants to drag us away from the naïve belief that ‘facts speak for themselves’, though – after all, we don’t believe that in the realm of politics, so why believe it in the realm of science?  Much more common, epistemologically, he says, are ‘intermediary states’, characterised by notions of ‘translation, betrayal, falsification, invention, synthesis, or transposition’ (Latour, :64).  His point is that these intermediary states are just as common in the House of Things as they are in the House of People – and it is this that brings the two Houses together – via the notion of the spokesperson.  As he says, ‘With the notion of the spokesperson, we are designating not the transparency of the speech in question, but the entire gamut, running from complete doubt (I may be a spokesperson, but I am speaking in my own name and not in the name of those I represent) to total confidence (when I speak, it is really those who I represent who speak through my mouth)’ (Latour, :64).

We are very used to the idea of spokespersons in the human realm – particularly in the context of our representative democracies.  Less so, perhaps, in the realm of science, but Latour claims that, ‘We have to acknowledge that the notion of the spokesperson lends itself admirably to the definition of the work done by scientists in lab coats … the lab coats are the spokespersons of the nonhumans, and, as is the case with all spokespersons, we have to entertain serious but not definitive doubts about their capacity to speak in the name of those they represent’ (Latour, :64-5).  All this allows Latour to conclude that is wrong to think that, ‘Humans and humans alone are the ones who speak, discuss, and argue’ (p.66).  On the contrary, he says, ‘lab coats have invented speech prostheses that allow nonhumans to participate in the discussions of humans, when humans become perplexed about the participation of new entities in political life’ (Latour, :67; emphasis in the original).  

In sum – and this is perhaps the key point – 

“Discussion”, a key term of political philosophy that has been mistakenly understood as a well-formed notion, available off the shelf, as it were, has now been quite profoundly modified: speech is no longer a specifically human property, or at least humans are no longer its sole masters. (Latour, :65)

From speaking to listening
Thus far we are in very traditional, if slightly modified, Aristotelian territory.  We saw at the beginning that Aristotle makes speech a definitive characteristic of politics – even perhaps definitional of politics.  For greens, seeking to bring the non-human natural world into the political realm, this has always been something of a problem – because of that realm’s incapacity to speak.  Latour’s recommendation to greens is to forget about protecting nature – indeed, to forget about nature as a separate category at all.  He urges them to operate in the realm of epistemology rather than ontology, because it is here that the commonalities exist – commonalities that ‘spread’ politics across the two Houses, rather than have politics confined to just one of them. Speech – or at least spokespersons – are common to both Houses.  The result is as follows:

Within the collective, there is now a blend of entities, voices, and actors, such that it would have been impossible to deal with it either through ecology alone or through politics alone.  The first would have naturalized all the entities: the second would have socialized them all.  By refusing to tie politics to humans, subjects, or freedom, and (should be ‘or’ A.D.] to tie Science to objects, nature or necessity, we have discovered the work common to politics and to the sciences alike: stirring the entities of the collective together in order to make them articulable and to make them speak. (Latour, :89; emphasis in the original)

It is the corollary of this Aristotelian standpoint that leads us to think about listening as well as speaking.  Latour says things like: 

nonhumans are not in themselves objects, and still less are they matters of fact.  They first appear as matters of concern, as new entities that provoke perplexity and thus speech in those who gather around them, discuss them, and argue over them (Latour, :66).

and: 

nonhumans are not defined by necessity any more than they are defined by mute objectivity.  The only thing that can be said about them is that they emerge in surprising fashion, lengthening the list of beings that must be taken into account. (Latour, :79)

and: 

To put it crudely, human and nonhuman actors appear first of all as troublemakers.  The notion of recalcitrance offers the most appropriate path to defining their action. (Latour, :81)

‘Matters of concern’, ‘perplexity’.  How can we know what a matter of concern is if it can’t tell us?  The main capacity required is attentiveness – openness to the possibility of the emergence of ‘matters of concern’.  This is something akin to ‘listening’ - but also more than listening.  It involves the development of all the receptive capacities – a category which includes listening, but is not exhausted by it.

The absence and presence of listening in (green) democratic theory
Very little attention has been paid to listening – as opposed to speaking – in democratic political theory.  The outstanding (in both senses of the word) exception is Susan Bickford’s The Dissonance of Democracy: listening, conflict, and citizenship (1996).  At the beginning of her enquiry into the importance of listening to effective democracy and citizenship, Bickford relates the moment at the beginning of Plato’s Republic when Polemarchus jokingly threatens Socrates with force if he does not return with him to the Piraeus.  Socrates suggests that Polemarchus could try a different strategy: persuasion.  To which Polemarcus replies with the question: ‘But could you persuade us if we refused to listen?’ (in Bickford, 1996: 1).  Glaucon replies with the only possible answer: ‘There’s no way’ (in Bickford, 1996: 1).   Bickford correctly comments that, 

Here, in one of the earliest works of political theory, Plato has his characters recognize the centrality of listening.  Yet neither Plato nor his successors give explicit theoretical attention to the role of listening, and to a large degree, this theoretical neglect of listening extends to contemporary democratic theory.  This omission is particularly surprising given democratic theorists’ emphasis on shared speech as a practice of citizenship. (Bickford, 1996: 1)

Bickford’s implicit challenge to theorists of democracy to pay more attention to listening has been taken up by only a very small number of them.  One example is Romand Coles.  Coles is especially interesting in our context because he points out that ‘listening’ is more than just ‘hearing’, and is about cultivating a disposition: ‘I emphasize the term receptivity, rather than listening, because I think that the former term evokes a broader notion of responsiveness and helps attune us to a broader range of practices’ (Coles, 2004:604).  Democratic theorists have spent a lot of time thinking about how the capacity to speak might be improved and extended, but Coles points out that listening, as a capacity, requires cultivation too: ‘Listening is less a singular capacity than a complex art that must be developed in a variety of different kinds of relationships’ (Coles, 2004: 685).  John Gastil heads in a similar direction when he makes the familiar point that, ‘Democratic conversation has an egalitarian and respectful quality, which affords each participant adequate speaking opportunities’ (Gastil, 2004: 310), and that, ‘Arguments put forward during truly deliberative democratic conversations are clear and reasoned’ (Gastil, 2004: 310).  This is followed by the less familiar point that ‘artful speech is complemented by careful listening’ (Gastil, 2004: 310) – and all this is part of Gastil’s contention that listening is one of the ‘democratic habits and dispositions’ to which we do not pay enough attention.  In line with this, Coles asks us to consider that perceived democratic deficits might have at least as much to do with a lack of listening as a lack of voice: 

This accent on listening isn’t just a means to voice, just judgment, and power — though it certainly is these too. At least as important, however, it is an important democratic sensibility in and of itself. It is an approach to the world in which the guess is that, if things aren’t going well, if democratic relationships are poor or lacking, if you are politically dissatisfied, if power is odious and unresponsive, if work with others seems impossible, if the city is in decline—only part of the problem concerns lack of voice. A big part of the problem too, is likely to be that most of us do not listen to one another well if and when we listen at all. We have not only marginalized the arts of voice, we have, relatedly, and perhaps even more so, marginalized the arts of listening. Certainly the democratic arts of voice and listening are deeply related, but all too often we interpret and seek to nurture democracy through a lens that greatly accents the former and adds the latter almost as an afterthought. The alternative idea here is that if democratic voices are weak in a community, it is probably significantly because efforts to develop political voice have not dwelled in nor sufficiently passed through the arts of listening. (Coles: 2004: 687)

The ‘forgetting of listening’ may be one of the consequences of defining politics itself as predicable only of speaking beings, as we saw Aristotle doing, in a way that has been handed down through the highways and byways of most branches of political theory and practice ever since.  Perhaps the relatively recent attempts to ‘give voice’ to beings other than human beings in the political process will have the effect of kick-starting the response to Bickford’s challenge, and we shall indeed see shortly that it is those with a foot in both the environmental and democratic camps who seem most likely to take listening seriously.  

In general, though, the cupboard is decidedly bare.  Even where the most strenuous efforts have been made, such as in theories and practices of deliberative democracy, and in theorising more inclusive forms of democratic theory and practice, the practice of listening receives relatively little attention. As theorists of deliberation have cast around for explanations for the exclusion of points of view we might have thought that the moments prior to deliberation – the moments at which potential participants are heard – would have come in for examination.   But they haven’t done so.  It is impossible to prove this contention conclusively here, because doing so would involve a comprehensive survey of these theories of democracy.  It is symptomatic of the general trend towards which I am pointing, though, to see as important scholar as Iris Marion Young pretty much eschewing discussion of the practice of listening in her seminal book on Inclusion and Democracy.  In this book, Young unsurprisingly endorses an inclusive idea of democracy ‘as a process of communication among citizens and public officials, where they make proposals and criticize one another, and aim to persuade one another of the best solution to collective problems’ (Young, 2002: 52).  She knows, of course, that ‘democracies frequently violate this norm of inclusion’ (Young, 2002: 52), and she spends some time discussing ways in which these violations might be overcome, or at least palliated.  She offers three types of communication ‘which can mitigate such internal exclusions: greeting, rhetoric and narrative’ (Young, 2002: 53).  Young links none of these types in any explicit way to the practice of listening, and it seems clear that she doesn’t regard deficiencies in the capacity to listen as a contributing factor when it comes to exclusion.  On the face of it this is odd, given that she is evidently sensitive to the subtle in ways in which normative commitments to inclusion can be undermined by actual practices.  While these remarks are not conclusive of the claim made at the beginning of this paragraph, they do go some way towards corroborating it, given the seminal contribution Iris Marion Young has made to theorising inclusion in the democratic context.

Another example is James Fishkin - a key figure in deliberative theorizing - but there is no mention that I can find in his key Democracy and Deliberation: new directions for democratic reform (Fishkin, 1991) of the importance of listening to effective deliberation.  Then in 1998 Jon Elster edited an influential collection of essays on deliberative democracy (Elster, 1998) in which we again find no systematic attempt to analyse the importance of listening for effective deliberation.  The one exception in the collection is Diego Gambetta’s instructive and inventive ‘”Claro!”: an essay on discursive machismo’ (Gambetta, 1998).  Gambetta quotes Oscar Wilde: ‘It is a very dangerous thing to listen.  If one listens one may be convinced; and a man who allows himself to be convinced by an argument is a thoroughly unreasonable person’ (Gambetta, 1998: 20).  Not only is this a prescient comment on a well-known feature of deliberative democracy – the idea of the force of a better argument – it also reminds us that listening is a key part of the process.  Gambetta goes on to point out that, ‘Atttitudes towards conversation do not originate from democratic arrangements even though they can be shaped and controlled by them.  They are likely to be by-products of a preexisting culture and may well be antithetical to deliberation’ (Gambetta, 1998: 20).  These antithetical attitudes include, says Gambetta, an unwillingness to listen.  He is surely right to draw our attention to the importance of this moment in the deliberative process, but he rather undersells his point by going on to write as if the listening deficiency is the product of certain cultures – ‘Claro!’ cultures (the Spanish for ‘of course!’ or ‘obvious!’), in which ‘while agents are still likely to prick up their ears when threats or promises are voiced and make an effort to sort them out of the general noise, they are unlikely to listen to one another’s arguments, let alone be persuaded by them’ (Gambetta, 1998: 21).  I believe that the lack of attention to cultivating the skills and habits of listening goes much further than the machismo cultures examined by Gambetta and is in fact present (or absent) in theories of deliberative democracy more generally.  This is all the more a mystery when we remind ourselves that deliberative democracy ‘results from processes of collective deliberation conducted rationally and fairly among free and equal individuals’ (Benhabib, 1996: 69).  How can analysts of this process so systematically have missed out the listening part of it?

Perhaps it is no coincidence, as I suggested above, that where some attention has been paid to listening, the theorising has been done by someone with a foot in both the environmental and the discursive democratic camps – John Dryzek.  Dryzek has developed his ideas around what he calls ‘communicative rationality of ecological democracy’ (Dryzek, 2000:147).  He argues for a ‘more egalitarian interchange at the human/natural boundary; an interchange that involves progressively less in the way of human autism’ (Dryzek, 2000: 146).  (In view of my discussion of the autistic Temple Grandin, below, it might be that we need more human autism, not less).  Dryzek echoes Latour’s thoughts on the relationship between communication and agency, across the human/nature boundary, when he says that, ‘The key would be to treat communication, and so communicative rationality, as extending to entities that can act as agents, even though they lack the self-awareness which connotes subjectivity’ (Dryzek, 2000: 148).  He makes the important distinction between speaking and listening when he points out that it is impossible to ‘silence’ nature in the way we can silence human beings, and that, ‘the most effective and insidious way to silence others in politics is a refusal to listen’ (Dryzek, 2000: 149).  With this focus on listening, Dryzek makes even more clear than Latour the implications of the latter’s democratising epistemology.  ‘Non-human nature can make equal demands on our capacity to listen’, says Dryzek – and there are lessons here for a rounding out of discursive democracy itself: ‘a capacity for effective and egalitarian listening is an essential component of discursive democracy’ (Dryzek, 2000: 154).   Dryzek’s specific reference to listening helps to round out John O’Neill’s otherwise absolutely correct view that, ‘The virtue of deliberative democracy may lie not in claims that it resolves conflicts but in its tendency to reveal them’ (O’Neill, 2006: 276).  Dryzek’s reminder to us is that ‘revealing’ requires an active ‘listening’.

Val Plumwood has taken the listening idea further by developing the notion of ‘communicative interspecies ethics’ (Plumwood, 2002).  This is less complicated than we might think, she says, because, ‘most people have had some experience of communication with animals even if they do not call it by that name’ (Plumwood, 2002: 189).  No special skills are needed, she implies – ‘all’ that is required is a parking of the ‘arrogance and human-centredness of a culture that is convinced that other species are simpler and lesser, and only grudgingly to be admitted as communicative beings’ (Plumwood, 2002: 189).   The question of whether special skills for interspecies communication are required or not is at the very least an open one (many of the issues at stake are discussed by John O’Neill, 2006).  Latour himself refers to the ‘lab coats’ – i.e. scientists – who he portrays as the most likely communicators with/interpreters of non-human species.  This brings him into conflict with supporters of those who believe that lay knowledge is at least as important as specialist knowledge when it comes to communicating with other species.  

The issue is interestingly complicated, further, by the case of Temple Grandin, the autistic who has made a name for herself with her capacity to interpret the moods and needs of animals – particularly domesticated cattle.  Grandin claims that, ‘Autistic people can think the way animals think … Autism is a kind of way station on the road from animals to humans,, which puts autistic people like me in a perfect position to translate “animal talk” into English.  I can tell people why their animals are doing the things they do’ (Grandin, 2005: 6-7).  Grandin’s story, fascinating as it is in itself, is of broader significance in that even she, given the ‘head start’ of her autism, had to learn how to interpret the needs and wants of the animals with which she came into contact.  In her view we all suffer from a blind spot, an incapacity to know what to look for when we observe animal behaviour.  She became interested in idiot savants, who can ‘naturally do things no normal human being can even be taught to do, no matter how hard he tries to learn or how much time he spends practicing’ (Grandin, 2005: 7).  Her suggestion is  that ‘Animals are like autistic savants’ (Grandin, 2005: 8), meaning that, ‘Animals have special talents normal people don’t, the same way autistic people have special talents normal people don’t’ (Grandin, 2005: 8).  So, ‘The reason we’ve managed to live with animals all these years without noticing many of their special talents is simple: we can’t see those talents … Normal people can stare straight at an animal doing something brilliant and have no idea what they’re seeing’ (Grandin, 2005: 8).  The key point for us, though, is that in Grandin’s view one doesn’t have to be autistic to be able to understand animals better.  ‘I don’t know if people will ever be able to talk to animals the way Doctor Doolittle could’, she writes, but, ‘I do know people can learn to “talk” to animals, and to hear what animals have to say, better then they do now’ (Grandin, 2005: 307).  The thought of ‘listening schools’ run by autistics is an intriguing one indeed (not Grandin’s idea, incidentally), and Grandin believes that better communication across the species boundary would make not only animals happier, but humans too: ‘I … know that a lot of times people who can talk to animals are happier then people who can’t.  People were animals, too, once, and when we turned into human beings we gave something up.  Being close to animals brings some of it back’ (Grandin, 2005: 307).

Latour and listening
Latour’s notions of surprise, perplexity and emergence invite us to reflect on the reciprocal importance of speaking and listening (understanding both of these capacities in the widest sense).  The usefulness of the capacity to speak is compromised without the reciprocal capacity to listen – if we do not know how to listen, how will we know what to speak about?  Given this rather obvious truth it is rather odd that political theorists have sent so much time worrying about how to get people to speak without spending much time at all thinking about how to get them to listen.

Although all this may seem rather remote from political practice, one of Latour’s intentions – I think – is to impress upon us the practical implications of better listening.  Greater receptiveness will increase the number of ‘matters of concern’ to which we should attend – and this amounts to a sort of ‘precautionary principle’.  In place of the idea of the speaking citizen as the named subject of politics, Latour suggests the ‘proposition’ (Latour, :83).  And he gives some examples: ‘I am going to say that a river, a troop of elephants, a climate, El Niño, a mayor, a town, a park, have to be taken as propositions to the collective’ (Latour, :83).  If we had been better listeners, we might have heard the drip-drip of melting glaciers as a ‘proposition’ to be considered by the new collective Latour describes.  ‘Recognition of agency in nature therefore means that we should listen to signals emanating from the natural world with the same sort of respect we accord communication emanating from human subjects, and as requiring equally careful interpretation’ (Dryzek, 2000: 149).  Sir Nicholas Stern has warned us that the costs of taking action on climate change in the future will be greater than the costs of taking action now.  This suggests that better listening will often be advantageous because it will enable early action – forewarned is forearmed.

Conclusion
So what have we learned?  First, as I said earlier, while there is plenty of theorising on the speaking aspects of democratic practice, there is very little on its apparently essential companion, listening.  We have seen one or two theorists making the apparently sensible suggestion that cultivating the habits and practices of good democracy must include cultivating the capacity to listen hard as well as to speak well.  Democratic theory has its oral, ‘ideal speech’, theorist in Jurgen Habermas – but its aural equivalent seems a long way off still.

We have also seen the problems that ‘politics-as-speaking’ brings in its train for those who would wish to confer political subjecthood on ‘mute Nature’.  The most successful attempts to bring nonhuman beings into the political fold have been those that rely on convincing us that some nonhuman beings possess characteristics that are similar enough to those that humans possess for it to be inconsistent to deny them moral consideration.  More recently, with initiatives such as the Great Ape Project, moral considerability has morphed into political considerability, but as this transition has taken place the range of beings likely to be granted such considerability has narrowed.

We have seen one theorist – Bruno Latour – eschew this ‘warmer metaphysics’ route to wider political subjecthood.  He believes that the best way to get Nature into politics, and vice versa, is via epistemology rather than metaphysics.  This means abandoning Nature, at least in its guise as a card that will trump political debate and discussion.  Rather than see Nature as a realm of objective truth waiting to be explored and uncovered by science – matters of fact – he asks us to regard it as a realm of uncertainty, or of ‘disputed states of affair’.  Once this step is taken, the continuity between the House of Things and the House of Humans becomes clear since we are used to the latter being an arena where states of affairs are disputed.  The commonalities between the two Houses are illustrated by the presence of ‘spokespersons’ in them both – with the ‘lab coats’, or scientists, being the spokespersons for the House of Things.  No ‘facts’ speak for themselves, either in the House of Things or in the House of Humans.  ‘Facts’ are always ‘spoken’.  

So far, so Aristotelian.  But a component or corollary of uncertainty and doubt is a heightened receptivity to what Latour calls ‘propositions’, or ‘matters of concern’.  Politics can never therefore just be a matter of making things speak, although Latour is clear that this is absolutely crucial.  His epistemological uncertainty makes effective listening an essential precondition for good politics, since without it the list of objects (‘propositions’) that we might want to ‘make speak’ will be shorter than it should be.

In sum, there may be something in all this for both theorists of democracy and theorists of environmental politics.  Democratic theory has, perhaps, focused too exclusively on the speaking aspect of political participation and representation, and could do with some more work on listening and receptivity as habits and dispositions that require nurturing and enabling.  Greens have had a troubled relationship with democracy, in part because of the ‘trumping’ quality they impute to nature, a quality which sometimes short-circuits democratic debate, and partly because the aforementioned focus on politics and democracy as speech has made it hard to bring Nature into the political realm.  Both these shortcomings can perhaps be resolved by focussing on epistemological doubt – and the concomitant recognition of the importance of listening as well as speaking.
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� Grandin has used her talents for the benefit of the US meatpacking industry, designing restraining systems that ensure that cattle enter the abattoir in a contented frame of mind, thus improving the quality of the meat as well making the abattoir easier to manage.  She writes, ‘People always wonder how I can work in the meatpacking industry when I love animals so much.  I’ve thought about this a lot … I remember looking out over the cattle yard at the hundreds and hundreds of animals milling around in their corrals.  I was upset that I had just designed a really efficient slaughter plant … Now I’m writing this book because I wish animals could have more than just a low-stress life and a quick, painless death.  I wish animals could have a good life, too, with something useful to do.  I think we owe them that.’ (Grandin, 2005: 307)
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