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SWwardshi , Planni~ and 
Pub IC Policy' 

MARY ANN BEAVIS 

ABSTRACT RESUME 
The notion of stewardship, often connected with sustainable 
devel,opm,en~ has become a favaurite way for planners and 
policymakers to characterize an aP'JJYO'Pri,ate enviromnental 
ethic. The article traces the origins of the stewardship metaphor 
to its roots in Judeo-Christian tradition and contemporary 
theology, and suggests that the patriarchal and hierarchical 
connotations of stewardship might be Qf concern to some 
planners. Alternative environmental philosaphies are de
scribed, and their implications jar planning and policy are 
sketched. 

Le concept de gestion responsable («stewardship,) souvent 
associe au developpement viable, est unfacon privilegiee par 
les urbanistes et les decisionnai:res pourillustrer l 'ethique envir 
ronnementale. L 'auteur retrace les arigines de la metaphore 
de la gestion responsable dans la traditionjudeo-chretienne et 
dans la theologie contemporaine. Elle suggere que les conno
tations patriarcale et hierarchique que portent ce concept 
pourraient interesser les urbanistes. Elle decrit d'autres philo
saphies environ?IEJmentales ainsi que leur signification pour 
l'urbanisme. 

Introduction 
As the many recent conferences and 
publications on the topic of planning for 
the environment illustrate, the future of 
professional planners will involve them 
deeply in environmental issues, and in 
making decisions with environmental
ethical implications. Therefore, it is im
perative that planners be well informed 
not only about ecology, but also about 
the fertile and complex field of environ
mental philosophy. 

That planners are beginning to reflect 
on environmental ethics is illustrated by 
the use of the notion of "stewardship" in 
current discourse. In recent planning 
literature, and in public policy statements, 
the term "stewardship" has become a 
commonplace expression of human re
sponsibility respecting the environment.2 
"Stewarding" the environment, it is argued 
or implied, is a morally admirable outlook 
superior to the exploitive, instrumental atti
tude to nature that has prevailed since 
the Enlightenment in both capitalist and 
Marxist societies. Examples are legion; 
here, a few will suffice: 
D The "Environmental Policy Statement" 

of the Manitoba Hazardous Waste 
Management Corporation ( a provin
cial c rown corporation) concludes 
with the assertion that it will "Assume, 

in perpetuity, the environmental ste
wardship of wastes and residues 
placed in the Corporation's custody." 

D The Director of Environment, The 
World Bank, observes that "Issues of 
sovereignty and choice are central to 
the Bank's borrowing countries re
garding global pressures for enhanced 
environmental stewardship" (Pidding
ton, 1989, p. 244). 

D An address delivered to the World 
Environment, Energy and Economic 
Conference (Winnipeg, 1990) by the 
Rt. Hon. Edward Schreyer was entitled 
"Environmental Stewardship - An 
Emerging Imperative." 

D The author of a report on recyc ling for 
the Manitoba NOP Environmental Task 
Force speaks of two principles which 
a recycling policy should serve: "The 
Biosphere Preservation Principle" and 
"The Resource Stewardship Principle" 
(Miller, 1990, pp. 47, 49). 
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D The proceedings of a conference on 
riverbank management held in Winni
peg in 1989 are entitled Towards 
Stewardship of Winnipeg's River Cor
ridors (Mathur and Beavis, 1990). 

D A recent Plan Canada article defines 
as "stewardship" the responsibility of 
governments "to prepare visionary 
plans; mobilize support, participation 
and funds; co-ordinate; mediate; edu
cate, and undertake conservation 
projects" (Mathur, 1989, p. 44 ). 

D Another article in this journal (Van 
Patter and Hilts, 1990) speaks of 
voluntary stewardship of natural heri
tage properties as an innovative stra
tegy being pioneered in Southern 
Ontario (Natural Heritage Stewardship 
Program, Natural Heritage Steward
ship Award). 
Stewardship, apparently, is well on its 

way to becoming the "politically correct" 
environmental ethic for Canadian plan
ners and policymakers. Two personal 
anecdotes will further illustrate this trend. 
First, during the editing of a Plan Canada 
artic le, the author asked me (the Assistant 
Editor) to change the word "manage
ment'.' .. to "stewardship" wherever it oc
curred, because stewardship was the 
new buzzword in conservation planning. 
Second, at a seminar on the ethics of 
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sustainable development and urbaniza
tion which I co-ordinated at the Univer
sity of Winnipeg in 1989-90 one of the 
participants told the present~r that even
ing that he (the participant) didn't under
stand the notion of stewardship because 
it was "religious, " and he wasn't. 

This agnostic's suspicion that there is 
something "religious" about the notion of 
stewardship is borne out by recent dis
course on religion and the environment. 
For example, Robert J. Moore of the 
Canadian International Development 
Agency (CIDA) remarks in an article en
titled "A New Christian Reformation" that: 

it" (Genesis 2:15). Hallman's identifica
tion of the biblical sources of the steward
ship motif is more multifarious: "Both the 
Old and the New Testaments describe 
the role of the steward. The Old Testa
ment gives technical descriptions of the 
position and responsibilities of the steward 
within the household. The New Testa
ment uses these as the basis for a more 
general image of stewardship" (p. 31 ). 
People like Moore and Hallman, both of 
whom are obviously very much involved 
1n both the church and political issues 
are probably the conduit through which 
the biblical-theological notion of steward
ship_ has e_ntered the realms of planning 
public policy (in fact, Hallman's book 
was lent to me by a planning consultant 
who belongs to the United Church). 

natives to the stewardship/ sustainabl 
development paradigm e 

A Brief History of Stewardship 
The terms steward and stewardship 
translate the Greek terms o,konomos 
and o,konomia. These words are related 
to the Greek root oikos (house/house
hold), which, as advocates of sustainable 
development delight in pointing out, lies 
behind the English words economy and 
ecology. In antIqu1ty, a steward was either 
a royal official ( manager of the royal 
household) subordinate to the king, 4 or a 
household slave in a position of authority 
over other slaves. Ancient philosophers 
often used the metaphor of stewardship 
( oikonom,a) to describe God's "manage
ment" of the universe (Reumann, 1967, 
pp. 150-52), but they never called God 
himself a steward (01konomos), since, in 
Graeco-Roman times, "steward" was a 
servil_e _title, much too lowly to be used of 
the d1v1ne. In the bible, these terms are 
used in the same or similar ways. In the 
Hebrew bible, the literal meaning of "royal 
steward" predominates. In the New Tes
tament, stewards figure in the parables 
as household slaves (Luke 12:42-48; 
16:1-8); the apostle Paul and other early 
Christian writers also used oikonomos/ 
oikonomia terminology to express their 
own responsibilities with respect to their 
adm1nistrat1on of the church, and, similar
ly t~ Greek philosophers, to describe 
Gods plan of salvation. 

In the light of a more mature under
standing of the meaning of creation 
the powers given humankind are not 
those of a sovereign but of a steward. 
And if humankind was created as 
Genesis states, in the image of God, 
then our exploitative, battering, and 
pollutmg behaviour is a corruption of 
our own status and an affront to the 
Holy Spirit. As stewards of creation 
hum_an beings have a special positio~ 
wtthm ti. But the basis of that position 
is the fact that through us the universe 
reflects upon itself and its Creator 
Consciousness is the key to the privi~ 
lege we possess. It confers immense 
powers - powers that should be 
used to create a balanced relationship 
between ourselves and nature (Moore 
1990, p. 107). ' 

David Hallman, who served for five 
years with a national committee of the 
United Church of Canada responsible 
for issues related to energy and the en
vironment, as well as on The Taskforce 
on the Churches and Corporate Respon
sibility, observes that: 

An image in the Bible of the relation
ship between human beings and the 
rest of creation deserves a lot more 
attention than it has received - the 
image of steward. It offers us a vision 
of how we can relate to the rest of 
creation in a way that will protect and 
care for it rather than conquering and 
exploiting it as we have done and con
tinue to do (Hallman, 1989, p. 3). 

Moore's idea of stewardship comes 
from the biblical book of Genesis: "And 
the Lord took the man and put him into 
the Garden of Eden to dress it and keep 

For someone with a background in 
rel1g1ous studies, and who has been on 
the staff of Plan Canada for over two 
years,_ it is heartening to see biblical motifs 
being integrated into contemporary politi
ca_l t_hought and public policy. Perhaps 
religion, theology and ethics do have 
some relevance in the "real world"I How
ever, as a scholar who has published a 
num_ber of articles in the area of biblical 
~tud1es, i~cluding one on a notorious 
steward,_ 3 I have also been curious as 

to the biblical and hermeneutical sources 
of the image of stewardship - as well as 
vaguely uneasy. In my recollection, stew
ar1s and stewardship do not loom large 
1n biblical tradition; in fact, the most nota
ble steward in the bible is an unrepentant 
rascal (Luke 16:1-8). I have since dis
covered that some environmentalists -
notably (but not only) deep ecologists 
and ecofeminists - are highly critical of 
the_ stewardship model of environmental 
ethics. It is my suspicion that some plan
ners might also be wary of the term if 
they knew more about its genealogy. 

_T_his paper will briefly investigate the 
origins of the stew.ardship metaphor in 
Western culture, and discuss the possi-
ble reasons for _its appeal, especially to 
planners, pol1t1c1ans and civil servants. It 
will be argued that, far from being a re
freshing new perspective on environ
mental issues, "stewardship" is a con
servative ethic which fits well into con
temporary political and corporate world 
views. Alternative models of environ
mental ethics will be introduced as alter-
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In general, then, it can be concluded 
that the_primary meaning of "steward" in 
the biblical tradition is that of a house
hold manager or other subordinate in a 
position of authority over other people or 
goods ("stewardship"). In at least one of 
the parables (Luke 12:42-48), the steward 
1s clearly an overseer with authority over 
other slaves, who can beat his fellow 
slaves, and in turn be dismembered (liter
ally, cut In half or "dichotomized") by his 
master. Occasionally, Paul and other 
early Christian writers extend the term 
stewardship ("household management") 
to refer to the position of trust bestowed 
on them with respect to preaching the 
gospel and administering the church. 
The . image of the steward implies an 
adm1nistrat1ve / managerial model of the 
church as "God's house" borrowed from 
the patriarchal / imperial household, with 

., 

its hierarchies of master-slave, husband
wife, parent-child, ruler-ruled (Roop, 
1989, pp. 44-45). 

In the subsequent history of Christian 
theology, the biblical notion of steward
ship was not elaborated until the 1800s, 
when the Protestant churches of the 
New World, separated from the estab
lished churches of Europe, used the 
image of stewardship to foster a system 
of self-support through voluntary giving 
(Thompson, 1960, p. x).5 In the twentieth 
century, the managerial sense of the 
term has endured, and become a stand
ard way of describing the appropriate 
attitude to administering the financial af
fairs of "mainline" Protestant churches. 
However, in recent decades, the finan
cial/ administrative interpretation has 
been criticized for being too narrow, and 
the meaning of stewardship has been 
extended into virtually every area of hu
man life and experience, e.g., steward
ship of time and talent, of mission, of the 
gospel, of society and humanity, of history 
and its fulfilment (I), etc.6 According to 
R.B. Cunningham (1979, pp. 20-21 ), 
stewardship is "a model for creative liv
ing ... multidimensional, even cosmic in 
scope, leaving no sphere of life un
touched. " The most eloquent interpreter 
of stewardship in the 1980s has been 
McGill theologian Douglas John Hall 
(1982, 1986, 1988), who stretches the 
metaphor of the steward to refer to Chris
tian responsibility / accountability before 
God with respect to society, humanity 
and nature. 

In view of the flexibility of the metaphor 
in recent theological discussion, it is not 
surprising that stewardship has been 
held up by some theologians as a model 
for Christian environmental ethics. One 
of the earliest applications of this idea 
that I have been able to find is in an 
essay on "Franciscan Conservation ver
sus Benedictine Stewardship" by biolog
ist-cum-theologian Rene Dubos (1972). 
As the title suggests, Dubos argues that 
the Benedictine (especially Cistercian) 
notion that religious "work as partners 
with God in improving his creation or at 
least in giving it a more human expres
sion" (133) is more workable than Fran
ciscan nature mysticism. In an article 
first published in 1971 , John Macquarrie 
cites Hugh Montefiore's opinion that 

REFEREED ARTICLE/ARTICLE SOUMIS A DES ARBITRES 

Christians need "a better awareness of 
our responsibility as stewards of crea
tion" (Macquarrie, 197 4, p. 43). Interest
ingly, Macquarrie, a prominent theologian, 
doubted whether stewardship could be 
an adequate doctrine of human respon
sibility toward nature: "for it seems to me, 
[that] the world is still considered as a 
piece of property and primarily from an 
anthropocentric angle" (p. 43). 

As mentioned earlier, Douglas John 
Hall has developed the metaphor of 
Christian stewardship ("a biblical symbol 
come of age") in a more thoroughgoing 
way than any other contemporary the
ologian. Hall's arguments on the steward
ship of nature are too lengthy and com
plex to be rehearsed here, but essentially 
he reinterprets the Genesis account of 
human dominion / domination over nature 
in terms of stewardship - a way of re
sponsible "being with nature" for humans 
"made in the image of God": "the image 
of God does not refer to a quality we 
possess, making us so much better than 
the other creatures, but to a relationship 
in which we stand vis a vis our Creator. 
And this relationship does not set us 
'above all other creatures'; it makes us 
responsible for and representative of the 
othersI As stewards of them, let us say!" 
(1982, p. 106). 

Criticisms of the Environmental 
Stewardship Model: Deep 
Ecology and Ecofeminism 
Deep ecology and ecofeminism are two 
approaches to environmental ethics 
which reject anthropocentric (or andro
centric) understandings of human-nature 
relationships, and which stress that hu
man beings are a part of nature (biocen
trism). Both philosophies advocate "letting 
nature be" whenever possible. Both deep 
ecologists and ecofeminists would have 
difficulty with the anthropocentric- and 
masculine-sounding notion of human 
stewardship of nature. 

The stewardship model of human re
sponsibility with respect to nature has 
become so identified with Christianity 
that deep ecologists Bill Devall and 
George Sessions (1985) cite two Chris
tian versions: the Narrow Christian Ver
sion and Revised Christian Stewardship 
(pp. 120-23). In the "narrow" version, 
nature is "stewarded" in order to enhance 

the resource base, and wilderness is pre
served so that humans may be reminded 
of the natural world out of which they 
emerged: 

Thus the first world of Nature, in the 
wise steward argument, is only a 
backdrop for humans, w.hereas in the 
second world of high technology, hu
mans have the aristocrat's responsi
bility as "managers of Nature" (p. 121 ). 

Devall and Sessions cite as an ex-
ample of "revised Christian stewardship" 
Jeremy Rifkin 's (1981) call for a "new 
Christian reformation" (cf. Moore, 1990, 
p. 107) based on an ecologically informed 
attitude of stewardship, where "Mainte
nance replaces the notion of progress, 
stewardship replaces ownership, and 
nurturing replaces engineering. Biologi
cal limits to both production and con
sumption are acknowledged" (Rifkin, 
1981, p. 239). 

Devall and Sessions would probably 
classify Hall's understanding of environ
mental stewardship as "revised Chris
tian." Although they find this updated 
"wise stewardship" model closer to the 
perspective of deep ecology (p. 123), 
they point to the danger of the rhetoric of 
stewardship being used to buttress re
source conservation and development 
(RCD) ideology: "The usual rhetoric of 
'conservation ,' 'stewardship,' and 'wise 
use' in the contemporary version of RCD 
now means in practice the develop
ment of resources as quickly as is tech
nically possible with the available capital 
to serve 'human needs' " (p. 135). The 
current jargon of sustainable develop
ment, popularized by the report of the 
Brundtland Commission (1987), is very 
similar to the RCD understanding of envi
ronmental stewardship deplored by the 
deep ecologists. 

E.F. Roop (1989) has pointed out (as I 
observed earlier) that the metaphor of 
stewardship comes from a hierarchical 
(and, it should be added, patriarchal) un
derstanding of society. He remarks: 

By using that image from a hierarchi
cal social structure to envision the 
God-human, human-world relation
ship, we influence both our theological 
and social orientation. By using lan
guage that reinforces a hierarchical 
portrayal of relationships, we may be 
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writing "hierarchy" on the human 
spirit and generating actions and or
ganizations molded by that language 
{p. 44). 
Roop goes on to cite the feminist in

sight that we must find "different, non
hierarchical, inclusive, destabilizing me
taphors out of which to live" (p. 44). The 
patriarchal, hierarchical roots of biblical 
stewardship may be part of the reason 
why some ecofeminists have taken such 
strong exception to one of the earliest 
modern users of environmental steward
ship terminology, Rene Dubos. Andree 
Collard and Joyce Contrucci (1989, pp. 
142-47) find Dubos's version of environ
mental stewardship, in which "man" lov
ingly intervenes in nature to bring out 
earth's potentialities, to be both arrogant 
and sentimental: "As for 'love,' what does 
love mean? Desire to express the 'latent 
possibilities' of the earth? This is a wooer's 
love, which presses out what he wants, 
without taking into consideration the 
needs of the wooed. To 'love' the earth as 
potential that remains unexpressed until 
manipulated by man's labour and imagi
nation" (pp. 144-45).7 Mary Daly (1984) 
classifies Dubos's work under the rubric 
of "scientific pornography concerning 
nature" (pp. 56-57). Although these eco
feminist philosophers do not explicitly 
criticize the stewardship metaphor, they 
would, no doubt, find this masculineB 
image borrowed from the rigidly struc
tured, patriarchal household to be offen
sive and unacceptable. Not surprisingly, 
well-known Christian feminist theologian 
and environmentalist Rosemary Radford 
Ruether is suspic ious of the stewardship 
model of environmental ethics because 
it has traditionally involved "thrift within 
the present system" rather than "a vision 
of a new and different order" (1985, p. 
206; cf. Merchant, 1980, p. 252, 290-95). 
Although they accept the idea that hu
man beings have special role within na
ture, proponents of social ecology (e.g., 
Bookchin, 1989) would also object to 
an environmental ethic based on a 
model rooted in hierarchical, patriarchal 
structures. 

Stewardship and the Rhetoric 
of Environmental Planning and 
Policy 
As noted earlier, the notion of environ-

mental stewardship is already ubiquitous 
in recent planning literature and public 
policy statements. Many planners will be 
surprised, some scandalized, some 
pleased, that the source of all this talk of 
the stewardship of the environment is, 
undoubtedly, directly or indirectly, ac
knowledged or not, theological discus
sions of the biblical idea of stewardship. 
As the civil servant quoted above said, 
stewardship is "religious." 

To me, at least, it is not difficult to see 
why the stewardship model of environ
mental ethics has caught on with policy
makers and planners. No matter how 
sophisticated, subtle and sensitive the
ological articulations of environmental 
stewardship may be, the fact remains 
that "steward" is a synonym for "man
ager,'' both in the dictionary and in the 
bible. Until relatively recently, even in the 
church, stewardship was regarded main
ly as a strategy for responsible handling 
of church finances. Thus, the ethic of 
environmental stewardship fits in very 
nicely with the most conservative, and 
politically accepted, ecophilosophy of 
our time, sustainable development. As 
articulated by the World Commission on 
Environment and Development (1987), 
sustainable development is primarily a 
strategy for economic growth that does 
not exhaust the resource base (the envi
ronment), with little appreciaton of non
human nature except as a fund of living 
capital.9 No matter how unexceptionable 
academic, theological explications of en
vironmental stewardship may be, by the 
time they have filtered through populari
zations to political discourse, steward
ship (as Devall and Sessions noted 
above) has become more or less synon
ymous with resource management. 
Moreover, the idea of human steward
ship/ management of nature fits well into 
the stratified, paternal istic structures of 
governments and bureaucracies. The 
archaic, vaguely biblical words steward 
and stewardship have an emotional and 
moral resonance lacking in the more 
mundane "sustainable development" or 
"natural resource management." Thus, 
despite the best intentions of theologians 
and popularizers, in political rhetoric, 
"stewardship" tends to be used to legiti
mize - even baptize - policies and 
programs that many environmentalists 
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find inadequate, at best. 

Alternatives for Planners 
Some planners may well be content with 
the stewardship/ sustainable develop
ment model of environmental ethics. 
Others, however, may be uncomfortable 
with the exploitive, hierarchical, patriar
chal structures and practices which this 
approach presupposes and, potentially, 
perpetuates - or, at least, find the stew
ardship model wanting in view of the 
seriousness of present environmental 
conditions. Planners involved in environ
mental "management," particularly, might 
take to heart Naess's observation that 
"when it comes to the administration of 
nature, simple, so-called factual condi
tions reveal our extremely limited ability 
to plan for its development - even if 
evolution, continental drift, and other vast 
primary processes on our Earth are not 
inc luded in the attempt" (1 989, p. 187). 
Below, some alternatives (not neces
sarily the only ones) to the stewardship 
model of environmental ethics, and their 
possible relevance to planners, are sum
marized. 

Deep Ecology 
Deep ecology is often characterized as 
the most radical modern environmental 
philosophy. For deep ecologists, nature 
has intrinsic value, i.e., it is a good in itself, 
irrespective of its utility for human beings. 
Deep ecologists advocate minimal hu
man interference in natural processes, 
and human life regulated by ecological 
norms. The preservation of large areas 
of wilderness is also a feature of this 
ecophilosophy (or "ecosophy" - eco
logical wisdom - as Arne Naess de
scribes it).1D Deep ecology has been 
criticized for being anti-human, and for 
having no social programme (e.g., Book
chin, 1989, pp. 8-18). However, a reading 
of Naess's foundational work (1989) re
veals some very clear, realistic and highly 
developed norms for non-violent social 
action and community development. 

Ecofemlnlsm 
From early on in the "second wave" of 
twentieth century feminism, feminists/ 
womanists have recognized a link be
tween women's issues and the environ
ment (e.g., Radford Ruether, 1975, pp. 

• 
186-215; Daly, 1978; Griffin, 1979; Mer
chant, 1980). In the 1980s, a perspective 
characterized by some as "ecofeminism" 
has emerged (see, e.g., Plant, 1989; Col
lard and Contrucci, 1987). Ecofeminism 
is similar to deep ecology in its attitudes 
to nature, social action and community 
participation However, the philosophies 
differ in that deep ecology sees the cause 
of human degradation of nature in an
thropocentrism (human-centredness), 
while ecofeminists trace the exploitation 
of "Mother" nature to the male abuse of 
women (Beavis, forthcoming). Another 
way of putting this is that deep ecologists 
see the fundamental problematic as the 
domination of nature; for ecofeminists, 
the basic issue is the domination of 
woman / nature. Both philosophies chal
lenge the hierarchical, power-driven, 
paternalistic, anthropocentric (and an
drocentric) institutions which dominate 
modern society and nature. Ecofem
inism, in particular, underlines the im
portance of gender issues in planning 
and policymaking. 

Social Ecology 
This perspective, formulated by Murray 
Bookchin ( e.g., 1989), stresses the social 
component in ecological and human 
degradation, and the necessity of social 
(as opposed to individual or spiritual) 
transformation as a precondition for en
vironmental restoration. Social ecology, 
like the perspectives outlined above, 
sees hierarchy and domination as the 
fundamental problems in human history, 
and advocates the goal of an "ecological 
society." A distinctive feature of Book
chin's environmental philosophy is his 
concentration on the role of cities and 
urban development in environmental and 
social degradation and revitalization ( e.g., 
1974). 

Bioreglonallsm 
Similar to social ecology, bioregionalism 
promotes planning that is harmonious 
with the ecologies and cultures of differ
ent localities (e.g., Berg et al., 1990; An
druss et al., 1990). Some features of bio
regional ism are: an emphasis on living in 
place; the goal of integrating nature, cul
ture and community; an ethic of restora
tion; and the norm of self-rel iance. Some 
advocates of bioregionalism have ad-

REFEREED ARTICLE/ARTICLE SOUMIS A DES ARBITRES 

vanced some very concrete and prac
ticable policies and programs for urban 
and community development (e.g., Berg 
et al., 1990). 

Further information on ecophilosophies 
and their placement in the spectrum of 
environmental thought is provided in 
Table 1. 

Implications for Planners 
The Canadian Institute of Planners has 
recently adopted a Statement of Ethical 
Conduct that expresses environmental 
concern, and the Institute is now ponder
ing the question of how to implement 
sustainable development, especially in 
urban settings. As argued above, the sus
tainable development approach is virtual
ly interchangeable with the stewardship 
model of "responsible" environmental 
management. While some planners may i 
be satisfied with this understanding of 
environmental morality, others may feel 
that the sustainable development/ stew
ardship paradigm, with its anthropocen
tric, hierarchical connotations, is inade
quate to express their ethical ideals. A 
greater awareness of the range of en
vironmental philosophies, and their impli
cations for planning, is necessary for 
planners as they grapple with the ques
tion of how to "think globally and act 
locally" (a phrase which did not originate 
with the Brundtland Commission, but, 
according to one source, with Mahatma 
Gandhi) in planning theory and practice. 
A step in this direction would be to sup
plement, or replace, the "shallow" ethic 
of sustainable development/ stewardship 
- which appears to be the perspective 
of Cl P's Statement of Ethical Conduct -
with principles derived from the "deeper" 
ecophilosophies, e.g.:11 
D recognition of the intrinsic worth of 

non-human nature (deep ecology, 
ecofeminism); 

D rejection of the false dichotomies of 
human vs. nature and nature vs. cul
ture (deep ecology, ecofeminism); 

D awareness of the problem of "species
ism" (deep ecology); 

D valuing large-scale wilderness pre
servation ( deep ecology); 

D recognition of the integrity of local eco
systems and cultures (bioregionalism ); 

D critique of hierarchy / patriarchy ( eco
feminism, social ecology); 

D valuing co-operation and consen
sus-making rather than competition 
and confrontation ( ecofeminism, 
deep ecology, bioregionalism, social 
ecology); 

D local self-reliance (as opposed to 
self-sufficiency) ( bioregionalism ). 
Another challenge that Cctnadian plan

ners have already begun to address is 
that of integrating elements from the "al
ternative" environmental philosophies 
into official planning initiatives. For ex
ample, the Royal Commission on the 
Future of the Toronto Waterfront (1990) 
has taken an explicitly bioregional stance 
(pp. 21 -45). The Commissions's Water
shed report makes 80 recommendations 
towards a Toronto waterfront that is 
"clean, green, useable, diverse, open, 
accessible, connected, affordable, at
tractive" (p. 51 ), conceived as part of the 
"Greater Toronto Bioregion." It remains 
to be seen whether these recommenda
tions will be acted upon, but the high 
profile of the Royal Commission, and the 
approval which it has earned from envi
ronmentalists, indicate that it is possible 
for planners to move "beyond sustain
able development" to a more profound 
ecological awareness. 

A starting point for planners and policy
makers for whom sustainable develop
ment/ stewardship seems unsatisfactory 
would be the kind of "visioning" process 
used by the Healthy Communities move
ment (Lane, 1989, pp. 111 -13). What, for 
example, would a city shaped by some 
of the principles articulated above look 
like? First, urban design would be sen
sitive to, and celebrate, local ecosystems, 
geographical features and cultural his
tory. Community open space - urban 
gardens, parks and natural areas -
would be valued as much as, or more 
than, roads and buildings. Naturalized 
landscaping would be preferred to "green 
concrete with lollipop trees." Forestry, 
wildlife conservation and agriculture 
would be regarded as urban land uses. 
Walking, cycling and mass transit would 
be preferred to private vehicles; commu
nities would be designed to .meet peo
ple's employment, commercial and re
creational needs locally (preferably within 
walking distance). Small-scale economic 
development at the community level 
would be preferred to reliance on large 
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national or transnational corporate inter
ests. Local materials and produce would 
be _preferred to imports. Biological / eco
logical pnncIples would inform the design 
of buildings and settlements (see Todd 
and Todd, 1984; Ideas, Part 2, 1990, pp. 
2-7). City size would be limited, in order 
to preserve agricultural land and wilder
ness areas. Reuse of developed urban 
areas (inner-city and older suburbs) 
would be preferred to peripheral devel
opment. The same water source would 

supply the city's drinking and sewage 
needs; water would be required to leave 
the city limits as clean as when it entered 
Local rivers and streams would be clea~ 
enough for drinking and swimming. Re
cycling programs would drastically 
red_uce the amount of waste landfilled or 
1nc1nerated; hazardous wastes would be 
minimized. Community participation in 
planning and policymaking would be 
fostered. 

"ec_otopian_" vision sketched above would 
be 1mpossIble to actualize. However, vir
tually all of the elements of this vision 
have been implemented, on a small 
scale, at least, in communities around 
the world. 12 It is important to remember 
that, prior to_ the industrial revolution, "sys
tems of cItIes [ existed] ... whose size 
and spacing depended on each centre's 
territorial span of control ( carrying capa
city region or hinterland and its techno
logical and political ability to increase Some readers might argue that the 

TABLE 1 

Environmentalism 
Blocentrtsm 

Deep ecologists/ 
(some) Ecofeminists 

Intrinsic importance of nature· 
domination of nature/woman is 
fundamental problematic in 
environmental crisis. 

Ecological (and other natural) 
norms condition human morality. 
Human beings as part of nature. 

Self-reliance/Soft technologists 
(Bloregionallsm, the New 
Alchemy, Soclal Ecology, 
some Ecofemlnlsts) 

Emphasis on smallness of scale 
and hence community identity in 
settlement, work and leisure. 

Integration of concepts of work 
and leisure through a process 
of personal and communal 
!mprovement. Technology is 
informed by biological/ecological 
principles and processes. 

Lack of faith in_ r:r1ooern large-scale technology and its associated 
det~-dands on e_htr_st e_xpertise, central state authority and inherently 
an I emocrat1c institutions. 

lmplicat~on that materialism for its own sake is wrong and that 
~othnomicb g1rowth c~n be geared to providing for the basic needs 

ose e ow subsistence levels. 

Technocentrtsm/ Anthropocentrtsm 

Envlronmen1'1 Managers (RCD, Tradltlonal Economic 
Sustainable Development Development 
Stewardship) 

Belief that economic growth 
and resource exploitation can 
continue, assuming: suitable 
economic adjustments to taxes 
fees, etc.; improvements in the ' 
legal rights to a minimum level 
of environmental quality; 
compensation arrangements 
satisfactory to those who 
experience adverse environmental 
and/or social effects; enhanced 
environmental legislation and 
enforcement; codes of 
environmental ethics/conduct. 

Acceptance of new project 
appraisal techniques (e.g., 
environmental impact 
assessments) and decision 
review arrangements to allow 
for wider discussion or genuine 
search for consensus among 
representative groups of 
interested parties. 

Be!ief that new technologies, 
or improvements in existing 
technologies, are the answer 
to many environmental ills. 

Belief that human beings can 
a(w~ys !ind a way out of any 
d1ff1cult1es either political, 
scientific or technological. 

Acceptance that pro-growth 
goals define the rationality of 
project appraisal and policy 
formulation. 

~ptimism about human ability to 
improve the lot of the world's 
people. 

Fait~ that science and technology 
provide the basic foundation for 
advice on matters pertaining to 
economic growth, public health 
and safety. 

Suspicion of attempts to widen 
b~sis fo_r pa_rticipation and lengthy 
d1scuss1on in project appraisal 
and policy review. 

Belief that sustained economic 
growth will enable environmental 
restoration and social equity. 

Belief that all impediments 
can be overcome given a will 
ingenuity and sufficient reso~rces 

Source T O'R' arising out of growth. 
: . iordan, Environmentalism (London: Pion, 1981 
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yields of food and other resources from 
its hinterland) without long-term environ
mental degradation" (White and Whitney, 
1990, p. 6). In other words, until very 
recently in human history, settlements 
that depended on their bioregional limits 
were the norm. 

Concluding Remarks 
As an "outsider," my intention here has 
not been to decree an environmental 
philosophy for planners, but to point out 
that a specific environmental ethic, stew
ardship (along with its more technical 
cousin, sustainable development), has 
been widely, and often uncritically, em
braced by planners and policymakers.13 
My aim has also been to suggest some 
(not necessarily mutually exclusive) chal
lenging alternatives to this "shallow" en
vironmental ethic, and, more broadly, to 
show that an analysis of the cultural 
history behind a seemingly innocuous 
notion like "stewardship" can lead plan
ners to a deeper, more sensitive and 
more sophisticated approach to planning. 
Planning practitioners and academics 
will, of course, be able to add greatly to 
my modest suggestions, and, I hope, 
help to operationalize some of the envi
ronmental and ethical ideas introduced 
here. 

Notes 
1 . Parts of the paper were presented to the 
Bible and Politics Seminar of the Canadian 
Society of Biblical Studies (Kingston, Ontario, 
May 28, 1991 ). 
2. The terminology of stewardship is also 
creeping into other areas of planning dis
course, e.g., the Cl P's "Blueprint" for the CAP 
Secretariat 1988-1 992 speaks of "the chal
lenge of stewardship of the Secretariat"; an 
article by Oberlander and Fallick (1991 , p. 26) 
speaks of stewardship as an approach to 
developing supportive and enabling milieux 
for the homeless. This article, however, will 
only address the issue of stewardship as a 
stance toward the environment. 
3. "Ancient Slavery as a Context for the Inter
pretation of the Servant Parables, with Special 
Reference to The Unjust Steward (Luke 16:1-
8)," Journal of Biblical Literature, forthcoming. 
4. "The position of household manager, stew
ard or majordomo was ... an integral part of 
the social structure of the ancient Near East, 
from Egypt to Mesopotamia" (Layton, 1990, 
p. 635). 
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5. Carolyn Merchant (1980, pp. 246-51) 
points out that in the 18th century, the English 
philosopher William Derham elaborated the 
idea of progress in terms of the human stew
ardship over the whole natural world: "His 
Physico-Theology accepted the Judeo
Christian ideal of human dominion over na
ture in the form of a stewardship that sup
ported progress Man, 'the top of the lower 
world,' was given 'superiority in the animal 
world.' God was the wise conservator and 
superintendent of the natural world, who 
made people in his image as caretakers and 
stewards on earth. In confirmation, he cited 
Matthew 25:14: 'That these things are the 
gifts of God, they are so many talents en
trusted with us by the infinite Lord of the 
world, a stewardship, a trust reposed in us; for 
which we must give an account at the day 
when our Lord shall call'" (p. 249). This man
agerial model of human responsibility to God 
for the management of nature is very similar 
to the modern notion of sustainable develop
ment: "Growth and trade must not be halted 
due to the depletion of resources, nor should 
nature be exploited for short-term gain, but if 
it could be used wisely and understood ra
tionally, nature's abundance would not be 
exhausted." 
6. These topics are taken from various arti
cles in the Journal of Stewardship, 40 (1988) 
and 41 (1989), published by the National 
Council of Churches of Christ in the U.S.A. 
7. The title of Collard and Contrucci 's book, 
Rape of the Wild: Man's Violence against 
Animals and the Earth (the non-inclusive lan
guage is intentional) seems to be a play on 
Dubos's unfortunate title The Wooing of Earth 
(1980). 
8. Hall (1982, p. 17) wistfully observes that 
there are no women stewards in the bible -
"we do not hear of female stewards here, 
alasl" Of course, women certainly functioned 
in "stewardly' ' capacities in antiquity (there 
are plenty of female "household managers,'' 
often slaves, in ancient literature). 
9. There are, of course, many interpretations 
of sustainable development which acknowl
edge the aesthetic - or even intrinsic -
value of non-human nature, but in most policy 
formulations, sustainable development is ba
sically viewed as an effi c ient strategy for 
managing, or exploiting, "natural resources." 
10. Interestingly, Naess allows for a multipli
city of individually nuanced ecosophies. 
11 . The identification of certain values with 
the various ecophilosophies that follows does 
not imply that other environmental perspec
tives do not share similar values. Rather, the 
listing indicates the characteristic emphases 
of deep ecology, ecofeminism, bioregionalism 
and social ecology. 

12. A wealth of literature on urban environ
mental initiatives is now available; see the 
forthcoming Select, Annotated Bibliography 
on Sustainable Cities, to be published by Win
nipeg's Institute of Urban Studies early in 
1992. 
13. Nor do I wish to argue that steward
ship / sustainable development is all bad; 
rather, my intent is to offer for consideration 
other options - and other world views -
less amenable to corporate and government 
co-optation. Perhaps a fair solution to the 
conundrum of the place of sustainable devel
opment in environmental philosophy / ethics 
is to characterize it as an economic theory 
(e.g., as articulated by Daly and Cobb, 1989) 
that may function fruitfully within a more multi
dimensional and complex perspective (al
though it should be noted that Daly and Cobb 
regard sustainable development as having 
important ethical implications). As a full-blown 
environmental ethic, however, sustainable 
development seems inadequate. Within the 
context of sustainable development as an 
economic perspective, the metaphor of stew
ardship (historically, an economic strategy) 
may have a place, although many would still 
find its servile, patriarchal and hierarchical 
connotations disturbing. 
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