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“Without the Earth Charter
the future of the planet is

less certain.”
— Peter Blaze Corcoran

wonder at the nature of things
that sustain us, then act accord-
ingly to sustain that nature.

As such, the Earth Charter
serves as the ultimate guide.

“Every principle in the
Earth Charter has both a legal
and a political basis and is
consistent with the teachings of
each major religion and cultural
tradition,” he says. “It’s deeply grounded in a history of the best
that humans have thought or said.”

Among many others, its crafters and signers include
statesmen such as Mikhail Gorbachev of Russia, who spoke at
FGCU in 2006, along with Rockefeller and American scholar
Mary Evelyn Tucker of Yale University.

Corcoran gathered Rockefeller, Tucker and other Earth
Charter International Council members from far-flung locales —
including Australia, India, Europe and Mexico — for the
University’s Earth Charter affiliate signing. The group then
spent a week on Sanibel Island planning the scholarly agenda of
the charter.

Corcoran’s charisma and knowledge help him draw such
luminaries, say colleagues and students.

“He’s truly a scholar of the Earth Charter — he is the Earth
Charter in action, a leader, an advocate for a common future,” says
Tucker, a senior lecturer and research scholar in Yale’s School of
Forestry, who specializes in world religions. “Peter is one of
us, and we see ourselves as building an Earth community.”

Wohlpart, senior adviser of the Center for Envi-
ronmental and Sustainability Education, calls him an
international star who prefers to hide his own light.

“He does work of an international scope that few
people know of,” says Wohlpart. “He’s humble. He’s a master
convener. He supports as much as he can the work of others,
pulling amazing communities together, internationally
renowned scholars in the fields of sustainability and ethics.”

Ethics have everything to do with Corcoran’s view of
living and teaching. He was inculcated in nature’s ways as a
child in coastal Maine, where
he grew up and still maintains
a summer cottage, near the
summer home of Rachel
Carson.

“My mother was a great
lover of nature, so I had lots
of time in the natural world,”

Peter Blaze Corcoran speaks at the
Earth Charter event on Sanibel Island.
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In keeping with his philosophy that nature is the best teacher, Corcoran holds a
Colloquium: Sustainable Future session at Corkscrew Swamp Sanctuary.

Corcoran says. “Significant experiences that shape people’s
attitudes toward nature often come in childhood. Research shows
that experiencing nature as a child helps. Children need both a
mentor and lots of time alone. So I had some of the former and
lots of the latter.”

He graduated from Antioch College, earned his master’s
and doctoral degrees at the University of Maine, then served as
a public school principal for five years before entering higher
education.

Later, he introduced environmental studies at Swarthmore
College, and then at Bates College before seizing on the chance
12 years ago to become a founding faculty member of the
environmentally focused FGCU.

He brings to his students a world view from having traveled

| From left, Donna Price Henry, FGCU dean of the College of Arts & Sciences; Ronald
Toll, FGCU provost and vice president for Academic Affairs; and Wilson G. Bradshaw,

FGCU president, sign the Earth Charter during a February summit at the University.

the globe as a senior adviser

to the Earth Charter council,
and from studying cultures and
environments such as the Fiji
Islands of the South Pacific.

“He is an inspiration as a
teacher and leader,” says Maria
Roca, an associate professor
of communication and
interdisciplinary studies at the
University who uses “A Voice
for Earth” to teach her class,
Living with the Earth Charter.

“This is a man who figured
out what he wanted to do with
his life early on, and has truly
devoted himself to his work,”
she says. “He is an environ-
mental educator by trade — not
strictly a scientist — and there
is a strong environmental
and spiritual component in
his work. He is particularly
concerned with youth cultures
around the world. I would say
because of him we’ve become
one of the top five or 10
environmental universities in
the nation.”

Roberts concurs.

“Peter’s environmental
education course really
changed my academic career
and life,” she says. “I went
into my graduate degree as
a journalist and an environ-
mentalist. Education, per se,
never grabbed me, but the
global perspective he exposed
us to really opened my eyes.
That made me want to be an
environmental educator.”

Helping students achieve
that sort of epiphany is part
of what Corcoran views as his
mission.

“As teachers,” Corcoran
says, “we must provide our
students with hope — with the
belief in unseen possibilities.”

— Roger Williams is a free-
lance writer who lives in Alva.

FGCU professors edit book
exploring Earth Charter

Sometimes you can judge a book by its cover. A new
one by Florida Gulf Coast University professors Peter
Blaze Corcoran and A. James Wohlpart is precisely what
the title suggests: “A Voice for Earth: American Writers
Respond to the Earth Charter” (University of Georgia
Press, 2008).

As a meditation on sustainability, the book of
poems, essays and stories offers ways of living and
thinking aimed at sustaining all of mankind and the
planet on which we live.

Corcoran, a professor of environmental studies and environmental education and
director of the Center for Environmental and Sustainability Education, knew many of the
book’s renowned contributors before he and Wohlpart began the project, having served
as a senior adviser to the Earth Charter initiative.

Still, collecting the writings of the brilliant and the well-known isn't easy.

“It took seven years to complete the book,” says Wohlpart, an English professor,
associate dean of the College of Arts and Sciences and senior adviser of FGCU's Center
for Environmental and Sustainability Education. “The concept paper took a year.
Contacting writers took another year, and another year was required to receive the drafts.”

Seeking the best that has been said and thought about the Earth Charter, Corcoran
and Wohlpart worked closely as editors with some authors, and more distantly with
others.

“The most frustrating thing about this was the time it took," says Wohlpart. “But
these people were paid nothing, they're all renowned, all of them doing a high level of
work, and they agreed to take time out of their lives to offer these pieces. A poem from
Deming, for example? It's just a huge gift.”

Alison Hawthorne Deming, a University of Arizona professor of creative writing, is
one of the premier living American poets. Her 16-stanza contribution, “Owning the
Imperatives: A Poem for the Earth Charter,” models the 16 principles in the charter,
such as the first one: “Respect earth and life in all its diversity.”

Here is Deming’s first stanza: “Respect the doctrine of the sun-warm earth where
Life lifts sweet and peppery into the sky reaching for something warmer until it stops and
knows its home.”

Writers look ahead and behind to help readers understand what man's course should
be. An essay by Yale University's Mary Evelyn Tucker is titled, “Learning to See the Stars:
The Earth Charter as a Compass for the New Century.” And another, by Mohawk Chief
Jake Swamp, is called “Remembering the Ancient Path: The Original Instructions and the
Earth Charter.”

According to Corcoran, “The book is a compendium of stories about how people use
the Earth Charter in their intellectual lives. From the first time | met these people, | knew
| wanted to capture such stories.”

— Roger Williams
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