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The first thing people notice about John Cobb is his amiable Southern spirit. He opens doors for 
those he walks with, speaks to them with genuine kindness and presence, clears his schedule for 
those he wants to see, and graciously welcomes them all into his home. 
 
But the second thing they notice is the extraordinarily rich intellectual life he leads – a life of 
complex and collaborative thought. “A life of the mind,” so to speak, which often involves teaching 
and consulting with others. All of the people he walks with and brings into his home aren’t simply 
personal friends – they’re Chinese agriculturalists who’ve flown in to seek advice about how to 
develop their land sustainably, leading neuroscientists who are attempting to integrate 
philosophical ideas into their research, and physicists and mathematicians who are developing new 
theories of relativity, because they – and he – aren’t totally convinced Einstein got it right. They’re 
people working on the fringes of their disciplines, pushing the boundaries of what we know. 
 
The truth is, the people who get a chance to meet Cobb know exactly who he is. He’s not a scholar 
but a visionary thinker – not someone who studies the past and repeats what traditions say, 
building knowledge by accumulating facts in distinct subject areas, but someone who conceives of 
entirely new cross-disciplinary connections. His background is in theology, a field that he believes 
“deals with the most important questions,”[1] but his thinking is hardly limited to that field. In fact, 
it’s just the opposite. 
 
In 1973, after spending several decades teaching at the graduate level, Cobb co-founded the 
Center for Process Studies in Claremont, California. Its mission is to “encourage exploration of the 
relevance of process thought to many fields of reflection and action.”[2] Such thought, based on 
the work of philosopher Alfred North Whitehead, “helps to harmonize moral, aesthetic, and 
religious intuitions with scientific insights.”[3] It “seeks to integrate and reconcile the diverse facets 
of human experience (i.e. ethical, religious, aesthetic, and scientific intuitions) into one coherent 
explanatory scheme.”[4] In essence, it avoids mechanistic, deterministic ways of thinking in favor of 
relational and interdisciplinary approaches. Cobb says, “we are up against very entrenched habits 
of mind, but those habits of mind are leading the world to absolute disaster”[5]; specialized 
thinking is “showing its limits and its failures all over the place.”[6] Establishing the Center was his 
way of encouraging something entirely different. 
 
For people with little background in philosophy or theology, process thought can be hard to 
understand, let alone apply. Terms like “deconstructivism” and “neo-naturalism” popped up in my 
conversations with Cobb; he referred to old influential teachers and colleagues as “logical 
positivists,” “radical empiricists,” or “rationalistic metaphysicians.” The vocabulary he used was one 
he’d cultivated over a lifetime. 
 
The reason I approached Cobb in the first place wasn’t just to get a handle on his vocabulary or 
familiarize myself with process thought, though. It was to talk with him about one aspect of his work 
in particular: environmental ethics. He approaches the subject in a way most people don’t: by 
stepping back instead of zooming in. He says, “The great majority of what is written in 
environmental ethics suffers from the same problems as the great majority of what is written in 
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almost every field: it deals in more and more refined ways with narrower and narrower 
questions.”[7] His book Is It Too Late?  offers an alternative – and larger – view. 
 
In it, Cobb claims, “artists, writers, journalists, philosophers, and scientists need to work together 
with politicians, economists, technicians, and naturalists”[8] to form a new consciousness. We must 
“regard the natural environment in a new way, adopt a fresh attitude, and alter the principles in 
terms of which we make our decisions,” and not “merely do different things.”[9] He acknowledges 
that activists may grow impatient with all the talk about changing perspectives before diving in and 
doing the dirty work of transforming our situation, but that such talk is important if we are to create 
clear goals for future environmental work. “To [the activists] it seems that new knowledge and new 
laws – not a new vision, or consciousness, or spirit – are all we need. If we stand on the brink of 
catastrophe, if decisions that will be made tomorrow will settle our fate, then is not all this talk of 
changes in our basic attitudes, changes that will certainly require years, irrelevant and 
distracting?”[10] He argues that it’s not – and that’s why he wrote the book. 
 
Published in 1972, Is It Too Late?  was the first of its kind: the first book-length environmental ethics 
text by one author that dealt with the ecological crisis. Cobb says: 
  
I’m interested in changing the way in which people think and feel, in such a way that the natural 
world and what happens to it is recognized as also happening to them. And that’d be also 
recognizing that not just the things we’ve done but the theories we’ve adopted across the board 
have ignored the most important questions and have been led to actions that are actually making 
the world uninhabitable.[11] 
 
There was urgency in his voice when he told me this – urgency that has made itself understood on 
the pages of his book and in the words he speaks. It’s joined with a clarity and conviction that come 
from decades of investigating the world’s most pressing issues, like our changing climate – issues 
that burn still, forty years after he wrote his first text on them. 
 
At the end of one of our conversations together, Cobb said, “I think you can see that I’m 
ambitious.” He continues to think deeply and write often, and meet with the people lucky enough 
to see him. At age 87, he has a determination that shows no sign of weakening any time soon. 
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