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This essay responds to Natasha Iskander and Nichola Lowe’s essay on the potential

for biophilic institutions, lauding their focus on labor justice and the body of the
worker as a route to institutional change. Using the U.S. military as an example,
this response asks if all institutions can become biophilic or if some must instead be
shrunk, dismantled, or radically reimagined? It goes on to consider the collateral
impact of the military in terms of labor justice and environmental damage to call
its biophilic potential into question.

he aftermath of a storm or other disaster offers an apt context in which to

assess the damage to our world, to consider its broken relationships, its

toxic irrationalities, its predatory impulses, its false promises, but also its
nascent possibilities. These days, there’s plenty of aftermath to go around. Out
there in the clean-up, Natasha Iskander and Nichola Lowe have found an encour-
aging domain of biophilic possibility : the nonprofit Resilience Force toiling away,
quietly organizing amid the disaster capitalism that profits from misfortune of
many kinds." Iskander and Lowe’s grounded yet hopeful essay reminds us that so-
cial and political pressure can foster institutional change in ways that affirm how
the environment and the economy are two sides of the same coin. It is hard to
stress how important this is in the face of problems so grave and so mighty that fa-
talism beckons many instead of the creativity and justice we so desperately need.
Iskander and Lowe draw our attention to the social contract that underpins sys-
tems of labor — and find biophilic potential in the body of the worker, which is po-
rous to the environment in which she labors.

L appreciate this example and the linking of labor and the environment, but ul-
timately, I think biophilic potential must be found before the storm and not only
in its aftermath, because we are trapped in an unending cycle of destruction that
must be dug out at its roots. To explain what I mean, let me shift the analytic gaze
from Resilience Force to an adjacent presence in the aftermath: the U.S. military.
How might we think about an institution that may not be sufficiently moral to be
part of a political moral economy? Can an institution organized around violence
of many kinds become biophilic or must it be shrunk, dismantled, rethought, re-
worked ? The U.S. military is an example of what I call “self-devouring growth,”
a paradoxical formation that furthers the very problems it aims to solve.> Vast re-
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sources are invested to ensure our security even as military consumption and its
attendant waste undermine our collective future on a massive scale.

The U.S. Department of Defense is both the world’s largest employer and its
single largest institutional consumer of 0il.3 This military department works hand
in hand with the Federal Emergency Management Agency on many projects, from
search and rescue to debris removal and infrastructure remediation. They were in
New Orleans to remove debris and rebuild the levee system after Hurricane Ka-
trina. They were in Florida after Hurricane Irma, and in Houston after Harvey.
They cleared debris from the fires in Northern California in 2017, and National
Guard troops were deployed to clear debris after the deadly tornadoes in Ken-
tucky in 2021. Yet unlike Resilience Force, the U.S. military helped to foster the
deadly power of such storms in the first place. With a massive carbon footprint,
the U.S. military warms our planet while securing the global flow of petroleum.*It
may clear debris after a storm, but for nearly a decade in the early 2000s, soldiers
deployed in Iraq and Afghanistan were ordered to throw debris into giant “burn
pits” comprising waste from their bases’ daily operations: waste doused in jet fuel
and set alight.>

The U.S. military was on the ground in Puerto Rico after Hurricane Maria. But
the U.S. Navy has long failed to clean the toxic mess they left behind through de-
cades of bombing the small Puerto Rican island of Vieques. Our national land-
scape is littered with several hundred superfund sites on former military instal-
lations totaling many millions of acres of profound environmental damage.5
Soldiers and military families, as well as those living in the shadow of weapons
facilities and military installations, face exposure to harmful chemicals including
PFAs (so-called forever chemicals) that have seeped into the groundwater.” The
military has drenched Vietnam in Agent Orange, covered Iraq and Syria with de-
pleted uranium weapons, and saturated rural Colombia in glyphosate, with long-
term effects ranging from loss of biodiversity to human birth defects and cancers
to heightened antimicrobial resistance.® Bikini Atoll in the Marshall Islands is
now uninhabitable; Guam is awash in radiation. The planes dropping the chemi-
cals and the bombs are also spewing carbon.

On the labor front, things are looking equally counterproductive. Soldiers suf-
fer high rates of disabling injury and suicide. There is widespread food insecurity
among military families, a seemingly intractable problem of sexual harassment
and assault within the ranks, as well as a substantial and seemingly growing prob-
lem of white nationalism.? According to an NPR study, nearly one in five defen-
dants in the January 6, 2021, insurrection were veterans of the U.S. military.*®

The Department of Defense has identified climate change as a problem of na-
tional security and worked to reduce its consumption of fossil fuels.’ As a ma-
jor employer of working poor people, it provides training and educational oppor-
tunities, and offers a potential pathway to citizenship for the many thousands of
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noncitizen soldiers. They also manage pensions and health care through the De-
partment of Veteran Affairs. But its efforts to care for its workforce and for the en-
vironment are dwarfed by the destruction and death it brings in the false name of
something called security. From the war on drugs to the war on terror to the dirty
wars and the proxy wars, the growth of the U.S. military helps drive the migration
crisis. Biophilia remains out of reach.

I think Iskander and Lowe are right to point to institutional change through
an interlinking of labor and the environment, locating the paradox that biophil-
ic potential can be found in the very institutional processes that exacerbate in-
equality. But while I hold out hope for their vision of a “pathway for change that
runs through established institutions,” I also think false promises abound in cer-
tain established institutions, which leads to self-devouring growth."> If we see the
military deployed to the aftermath, we are missing how they caused the event.
We might think it makes sense that they command nearly half of all discretion-
ary spending in the federal budget. What if we went about shrinking the military
in a determined way ? 3 What if instead of a national guard, there were a national
resilience force ? What if this national resilience force worked through labor jus-
tice and biophilic principles and offered a ladder for those it employed through
job training, educational opportunities, pathways to citizenship, and an empha-
sis on green technologies and projects? New institutions cannot become the site
of hope so long as the old institutions, such as the military, continue to operate
in their paradoxical mission, generating disasters and taking charge in cleaning
them up. Our environmental problems are so extreme that a new moral political
economy will require a fundamental transformation of the existing order. Only
then can the biophilic potential of labor-justice institutions like Resilience Force
be realized in full.
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