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n the last chapter of her classic book, Thinking in

Systems (2008), Donella Meadows laid out more
than a dozen lessons and concepts that summa-
rized what she had learned from her immersion in
the systems world. In this column I want to focus
on two of these systems lessons, and then describe
tindings from several recent publications in the
sustainable food arena that illustrate why and how
I think these lessons could be applied to much of
what we are doing.
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The first advice Meadows offers is to “expose
your mental models to the light of day.” We
understand how important it is to know what the
assumptions ate behind a theory or research
project—whether we’re looking at a scientific or
political argument. But often people don’t share
their assumptions (and sometimes don’t even
conceptualize them), so neither they nor their
audiences know the basis for claims and the clarity
(or lack thereof) of thinking that went into an
argument. To identify the crux of a problem and
make good decisions, we have to state assumptions
and ask for feedback. Just as we know the benefits
of having many voices at the table on food issues,
we want to examine multiple options and remove
as many of our biases as we can in order to
implement valid programs.

Meadows’ second lesson is “honor, respect,
and distribute information.” Systems work much
better with timely, accurate, and complete infor-
mation, although this situation is unfortunately
much more an ideal than the reality. Meadows also
underscores the point that information is power.
But as I described in an earlier column (Clancy,
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2015), we often let our biases keep us from accept-
ing new information.

The two articles that have caught my attention
ask us to look at what we’re doing (1) to increase
the adoption of agroecological principles and prac-
tices, and (2) to reduce meat consumption. They
implicitly urge us to rethink assumptions in these
two areas, and to change or adopt new approaches

that might be more successful in instituting change.

In their paper on creating a web of legitimacy
for agroecology, de Wit and Iles (2016) argue that
the legitimacy (accepting something as credible and
authoritative and expressing it widely) accorded to
industrial agriculture is still quite

legitimate policy changes that will support agro-
ecological practices.

But no matter how compelling scientific find-
ings might appear, they are not adequate by them-
selves to engender legitimacy (de Wit & Iles, 2016).
Agroecology needs to be incorporated into the
cognitive and cultural concepts that people hold
about food. This means working with others, such
as psychologists and communication expetts, to
find new language to describe agroecology, as well
as offering ways to engage new ethical underpin-
nings as the arguments for a new norm.

Two writings on another issue, meat consump-

tion, provide examples of the

strong. They argue that indus-
trial agriculture’s legitimacy
needs to be offset by devel-
oping agroecology’s own thick
legitimacy, where “thick” means
that it arises from multiple
threads in scientific, policy,
political, legal, practice, and
civic arenas. Space is too short
to synopsize this dense and

Industrial agriculture’s
legitimacy needs to be offset
by developing agroecology’s

own thick legitimacy.

need for transparent assump-
tions, clear thinking, and
critical analysis. The first is a
report from a Dutch bank,
Rabobank (Sawyer, 2016), on a
recent large rise in meat
consumption in the U.S. The
second is an article in Vox
about the Rabobank report
that describes the reasons why

highly referenced paper. The

gist of their argument is that when consumers
could purchase foods year-round (apparently
overcoming biological constraints), when so many
entities supported the notion that humans should
control nature, and when industrial agriculture
became embedded in market and government
institutions, industrial agriculture gained quite
strong legitimacy.

The authors proceed to argue that agro-
ecology—which doesn’t yet have credence among
many different actors and institutions—must pull
together many of the same threads, but employ
quite different concepts. In the scientific realm, de
Wit and Iles suggest that agroecology deepen its
empirical foundation by conducting many more
detailed and site-specific research projects that
compare agroecological and conventional practices
as to their ecological, social, and environmental
consequences. This will often require transdisci-
plinary collaborations and systems approaches.
Armed with the results of such research, public
institutions (legislatures, government departments,
and courts) can more easily lift up the findings and

it is so hard to change meat-

eating behaviors (Barclay, 2016). The report shows
that, due in large part to falling prices, per capita
meat consumption went up 5% in 2015, the largest
increase in 40 years. Consumption had been lower
between 2005 and 2014, due mainly to reduced
supplies and higher prices. Rabobank’s prediction
for at least the next three years is that the 2015
growth rate in consumption will taper to a rise of
about 1.5% per year, with beef leading the way as
the cattle herd is rebuilt, along with the pork and
chicken industries expanding their capacities.

Considering all the other factors that will
encourage increased meat production, including
trade, the changes in consumption put into relief
the fact that the many efforts to decrease meat
consumption are not succeeding—although it may
be that consumption would be somewhat higher
without those efforts (Barclay, 2016). The preva-
lence of vegetarianism also is rising (Barclay, 2016),
but not at a fast enough rate to be significant.

The writings I've just described are two of
many examples of challenges to the ideas and
strategies that people in the sustainable food and
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agricultural community have pursued for some
yeats. There have been many successes, but so
much more is required to reach a tipping point.
These new analyses are also exemplars of the
complexity of most of the problems we are trying
to right. Their complexity makes them hard to
grapple with—but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t.
We can bring new tools to bear,
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