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Presentation overview

- Environmental Pragmatism and Stakeholder Engagement: Motivating the research

- Providing context: The American West and Public land management 

- Q1: Who counts as a stakeholder?

- Q2: What are appropriate methodologies of engagement?

- Q3: How is epistemic authority distributed or What vocabularies dominate the 
discourse?



Pragmatism & Stakeholders
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- We face complex, wicked environmental problems and our existing ways of studying and 
describing the environment (mainly from the natural sciences) don't provide reasons for 
collective action (we face a fact/value dichotomy).

- In order for our scientific descriptions to motivate action/justify policies and 
management, it must integrate facts and values, i.e. we must describe the environment in 
terms that mean something with respect to shared social values.

- One way is to construct vocabularies that integrate facts and values through 
deliberation, e.g. by agreeing on indicators.

- Consensus not necessary -- we should remain pluralist about environmental 
values. Also, both facts and values can change in an adaptive process

- Stakeholder engagement is a set of practices for staging this deliberation. However: 
There are myriad conceptual questions that stakeholder engagement still confronts.



The American West
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- Bureau of Land Management (BLM), Multiple Use Mandate (FLPMA), and the myriad of 
values that conflict in the management of public lands

- Potential Greater Sage Grouse ESA listing at the core of much of the conflict.

- Switch to conservation management versus extractive management. Listing would 
severely limit ability to graze the land. Ranchers and cattlemen’s groups are trying 
to ‘get ahead’ of the problem by coming together with agency officials to reimagine 
their operations in a way that would help conserve sage grouse habitat (also 
preventing wildfire and invasive species)

- Shoesole, Stewardship Alliance of Northeastern Nevada (SANE), Results Oriented 
Grazing for Ecosystem Resilience (ROGER), and Nevada Collaborative Conservation 
Network all formed in response to these issues. 

- Predominantly rancher formed and led, with participation and support from BLM 
and other relevant agencies (USFS, USDA, NDOW, NCDs).
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Q1: What features of a situation distinguish an individual as a stakeholder to a 
particular environmental problem?

- Ideological versus experiential justification for participation
- Reason to engage (e.g. ideological vs experiential) must be open to falsification 

and modification. Claims must be open to experience and to being wrong.
- Limiting ‘obstructionists’ – keeping the conversation going (Rorty), participating in 

deliberative inquiry (Dewey)

- Boundaries of the Community (Dewey)
- Must have an interest in outcome and capability to inquire into resuls
- Place-based inquiry; Various community institutions are prima facie legitimate; 

Stakeholders are those whose actions are within purview of institutions.

- Procedures and institutions constrain possible actions; Possible actions constrain 
problem definitions; Problem definitions constrain which stakeholders to engage



Engaging stakeholders
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Q2: How do varying methods of stakeholder engagement constitute research subjects as 
stakeholders, or more generally as to whom environmental management objectives 
should be accountable?

- Compelling reasons to engage stakeholders as collectives.
- Social Learning; Integrating versus aggregating (Shockley 2009); Public interests 

versus private interests (Dewey 1927): “As a citizen-voter each one of these 
persons is, however, an officer of the public...His vote may express his hope to 
profit in private purse by the election of some man or ratification of some 
proposed law. He may fail, in other words, in effort to represent the interest 
entrusted to him" (75-76).

- The power of active listening to cultivate sensitivity, solidarity, and trust.

- Reasons to worry about engaging collectives?
- Social dynamics may silence marginalized stakeholders – Ranchers exert 

tremendous influence in public land management. Arguments antithetical to 
ranching interests are silenced and marginalized.



Deferring to stakeholders
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Q3: How is epistemic authority over various management strategies distributed? Or, in 
what vocabulary should policy responses be justified?

- Disproportionate authority that natural scientists have in this context in contrast to 
communities' valuing of “cultural resilience” (not captured in scientific vocabulary).

- Though that vocabulary may solve the scientist’s problem, it doesn’t solve the 
problem as formulated by affected stakeholders.

- Does science provide a neutral vocabulary for ameliorating problems rife with 
dissent (e.g. sunny versus rainy pictures)?

- Do our institutions grant authority to scientific expertise – evidenced by burden 
of quantitative science in justifying and defending management decisions?

- Mismatched scales: 
- Ecological theories  investigated at the local scale, but policy acts at the landscape 

scale, so unless our ecological theories are generalizable we cannot base our 
policies on ecological science (Norton).

- Scale of local concerns and knowledge not captured in scientific vocabularies (e.g. 
community resilience does not align with ecosystem boundaries)
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