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Informed by the wisdom of indige-
nous peoples, Valerie Cabanes, a
lawyer in International Law spe-
cializing in Human Rights,
dreams of a new expression of our
world, one that champions a re-
birth of the connection between
humanity and the living world wit-
hin our modern societies. Such a
struggle would bind us together
and move towards healing the
toxic relationship between hu-
mans and non-humans. The key
challenge in this struggle: dis-
mantling the anthropocentric na-
ture of Western law. Her weapons
to take it down: a complex set of
legal tools deployed across the pla-
net, as well as books, conferences
and an upcoming film. Her goal:
to defend the rights of nature and
to recognize ecocide as the fifth
international crime against peace.
As ecological disasters become
more common, is Western law
ready to embrace this wisdom? As
it stands, Western law reflects
cultural, religious and philoso-
phical values that have severed
our relationship to the Earth.
However, in certain places, civil
yet revolutionary interstices are
reconfiguring this legal
framework, with the support of an
optimistic determination and fer-
tile utopian imagination.

$B: Let’s review the path that led
to your advocacy for the rights
of nature... It seems that your
research in the environmental
field during your thesis in legal
anthropology in Canada played
a key role...

VC: In the 70s and 80s, I was not
yet aware of the way we were des-
troying the Earth’s ecosystems.
Then I got involved in humanita-
rian missions for human rights in
my 20s, where I began to perceive
the neo-colonial relationship of
former colonizing states in the
way they interfered in the inter-
nal affairs of certain countries in
exchange for economic contracts.
In this way, I witnessed the preda-
tion of their internal resources.
Then I discovered the geopolitical
conflicts around energy issues
fueled by the passage of oil and
gas pipelines in Afghanistan
when I was on mission in Pakis-
tan... This means I became aware
of the issues related to energy re-
sources on the ground. However,
it is true that my thesis under-
taken in 2006, which was not com-
pleted, allowed me to grasp what
was missing in the law in order to
provide justice and ensure res-
pect for the rights of these popula-
tions. By chance, in Canada, I

found myself at the heart of a
conflict between the Innu people
and Hydro-Québec, the Quebec
state corporation responsible for
the production, transport and
distribution of electricity in Que-
bec, which wanted to build a
large dam. This prompted my
focus towards advocacy that
goes beyond human rights,
extending into the rights of na-
ture. The need for this new advo-
cacy became all the more
evident in 2011, when I got invol-
ved with Cacique Raoni in de-
fense of the Amazon Forest, also
in connection with a large dam.
It was these large, somewhat
pharaonic projects and the way
in which the populations were
treated by the state and indus-
trialists that led me down the
path of ecocide and the rights of
nature. At that moment, I rea-
lized the absolute dependence of
these indigenous societies on
their environment in order to
survive and maintain their
culture, identity and traditions. I
also realized that they knew how
to cultivate a harmonious and
healthy relationship with nature
and that there was a symbiotic
relationship between these popu-
lations and their environment.
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$B: In what way do French law or
Western law, in your opinion, fail
to respond to the need to act in
favor of the rights of nature?

VC: French law, or Western law
in general, is anthropocentric.
For me, law is not fixed and re-
flects our level of awareness at a
given moment in our history. The
difficulty, for example, with
lawyers specialized in environ-
mental law, which I am not, lies
in their extensive knowledge of
all the laws, which makes it diffi-
cult to take a step back and see
that this anthropocentric law
manages relations between
humans without considering
either the rules needed for hu-
mans and non-humans to live
together or the individual inte-
rest of ecosystems. It is therefore
not a question of managing these
relationships according to human
interests alone. Westerners seem
disconnected from this rela-
tionship. And they are the ones
who wrote the law and imposed it
on the whole world.

$B: Specifically, where does the
main distinction lie between the
work of environmental lawyers
and your advocacy for the rights
of nature?

VC: Western law will always pro-
tect nature according to what it
can offer to humans, and only to
humans. Moreover, the law looks
at nature in a fragmented way.
We often look at how we can pro-
tect a forest or a species. Howe-
ver, this is not how living beings
function. Living beings function
in a systemic way, that is to say
that everything is connected and
everything is interdependent.
Perhaps the pandemic has helped
to advance the topics I have been
working on for the last ten years,
because we have suddenly be-
come aware of the dependence of
our own health on the health of
global ecosystems. This is not re-
flected in the law, since a human
right to a healthy environment is
not yet an internationally reco-
gnized right. We are not even at
the point where we think that a
healthy environment is a neces-
sity for healthy living... I would go
even further and say that we can-
not guarantee the most funda-
mental human rights if we do not
respect the rights of nature.

$B: You argue for the idea of eco-
system rights...

VC: By this, I mean that each
ecosystem, each living species
has an ecological role to play. It is
up to us to make this possible so
that life can be maintained on
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Earth. As it stands, the law re-
flects cultural, religious and phi-
losophical values that have seve-
red our relationship to the Earth.

$B: Your commitment led you to
co-found the association Notre Af-
faire a Tous (“Our Shared Res-
ponsibility”), which in 2018 ini-
tiated legal action against the
French government in what was
called “the Affair of the Century”.
The accompanying petition
addressed the Prime Minister
with this message: “The climate
is no small matter. It is the Affair
of the Century”. This year, the
French government was found
responsible for its failure to take
action against global warming...
VC: It was a symbolic condemna-
tion, but it had the merit of reco-
gnizing the wrongful failure of
the government and its ecological
damage. Now we are waiting for
the second step in the case. The
administrative court of Paris
grants a few months to the go-
vernment to demonstrate its ef-
forts, then it will rule on “the
measures that must be imposed
on the government”. For example,
the government may face fines
unless it can prove that it is ta-
king action to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions.

$B: The petition was a huge suc-
cess with more than two million
signatures. How was it rolled out?
VC: Unlike in the Netherlands, for
example, where citizens were
able to join forces with the Ur-
genda Foundation, an environ-
mental protection organization,
and win a legal battle against the
government, which is now re-
quired to reduce the country’s
CO2 emissions, French law re-
quires environmental complaints
to be brought on behalf of asso-
ciations. Hence the creation of the
Affaire du Siéecle supported by
four associations, including Notre
Affaire a Tous, which have wor-
ked on the subject since 2016.
Once the case was ready, we pre-
sented it to groups and associa-
tions known to the media, such as
the Nicolas Hulot Foundation for
Nature and Man, Oxfam and
Greenpeace, so that they might
join us. We succeeded in widely
publicizing the petition thanks to
“YouTubers” whose mobilization,
in my opinion, was essential to
make the information in the com-
plaint more accessible and to get
the message across to young
people: by signing this petition, it
would symbolically mean that the
signatories would be with us, as
citizens alone cannot intervene.

Within three days, the petition
had gathered one million signa-
tures, and within a month, more
than two million. The petition
made it possible to demonstrate
the extent of civic support, which
stunned us... For the government,
it was like an earthquake, be-
cause it was the most signed peti-
tion in the history of France. Cli-
mate is becoming a real concern
for everyone, and for young
people in particular.

$B: You are the spokesperson for
the international civic movement
End Ecocide on Earth, founded in
2012. Can you tell us what consti-
tutes the crime of ecocide, which
you are pushing to have reco-
gnized as the fifth international
crime against peace?

VC: The international crime of
ecocide (constructed from the
prefix “eco-” - for house or habitat
[editor’s note: oikos in Greek] -
and the suffix “-cide” - to kill [edi-
tor’s note: caedo in Latin] refers
to the most serious environmental
crimes, whose damage is wides-
pread or long-term or even irre-
versible, with impacts that stretch
cross borders to affect ecosys-
tems, large groups of people or an
entire species. As of now, ecocide
is a new crime that only exists in
about a dozen national laws, such
as in Vietnam, Russia and eight
countries of the former Soviet
bloc. The goal is to recognize it as
a serious international crime in
order to overcome the impunity
enabled by national sovereignty.
And this is very important. It is
intended to be tried and prose-
cuted by the International Crimi-
nal Court (ICC), which will no-
tably determine the responsibility
of political and economic leaders,
or anyone in charge, because cri-
minal law normally leads to pri-
son. In addition, it may also
concern the notion of complicity,
including banks and companies in
charge of environmental impact
studies that may have lied about
the data. Several legal specialists
have been working to define eco-
cide for 50 years, and a definition
was just officially presented to the
international community by a
group of experts, of which I am a
member, on behalf of the Stop
Ecocide Foundation. It was when
I learned about the work of the
group’s founder, English lawyer
and activist Polly Higgins, and
met with her in 2012, that I rea-
lized it was absolutely necessary
to lead this campaign to reco-
gnize the crime of ecocide, be-
cause the situation is serious and
urgent.

$B: How does this new legal defi-
nition of ecocide change the si-
tuation in favor of recognizing
this crime?

VC: Two main things seem like
game changers to me. On the one
hand, the fact that the request to
define ecocide is coming from a
Swedish Parliament order, which
is encouraging because it was the
Swedish Prime Minister Olof
Palme who first used the word
“ecocide” at the opening of the
first Earth Summit in 1972 to des-
cribe and denounce the effects of
using Agent Orange in Vietnam...
On the other hand, more recently
in December 2019, things began to
happen when Vanuatu and the
Maldives, both directly impacted
by rising sea level caused by cli-
mate change, requested the
member states of the Internatio-
nal Criminal Court to recognize
the crime of ecocide. This move
confronted us directly with the
concrete reality faced by these
countries. Then, a year later, in
December 2020, the first rich and
polluting country, in this case
Belgium through its Minister of
Foreign Affairs, declared its sup-
port for the process of recogni-
zing the crime of ecocide. A com-
mittee was then set up in a
positive context with the expec-
tation of expressing a legal defi-
nition of ecocide, at the request
of certain countries. The second
major point is that it took six
months to reach an agreement
on every word and comma. We
had to find a compromise and ba-
lance between legal terms that
were already recognized and the-
refore legitimate within interna-
tional law on the one hand, and
the effectiveness of this definition
on the other. That was the key
challenge. And to ensure its suc-
cess, some of us felt that we nee-
ded to come up with a more de-
centralized definition of ecocide,
one that was outside the bounds
of traditional legal definitions. We
presented a definition of the envi-
ronment based on Earth science,
where the environment is seen as
the Earth, its biosphere, cryos-
phere, lithosphere, hydrosphere
and atmosphere. Ecocide beco-
mes a crime against nature, by
reintegrating humanity into the
terrestrial ecosystem, which be-
comes a legal subject.

$B: The topic of defending nature
leads to some heated debates...
Dialogue can be difficult at
times. Different types of commit-
ments have been expressed, in-
cluding the approach of radical
environmentalists...

VC: Radical environmentalists
tend to think that protecting and
regenerating nature requires that
nature no longer be accessible to
humans, so to speak. Some re-
searchers and philosophers de-
fend this so-called conservationist
movement. I find that, once again,
this demonstrates a biased mana-
gement of the ecological crisis
based on humanity’s disconnec-
ted relationship to nature, be-
cause it amounts to saying that
humanity is separated from na-
ture, that humanity is the pro-
blem and that humanity must the-
refore be excluded, even though
we belong to nature. On the
contrary, we must learn to live in
harmony with non-humans, be-
cause we are a living species like
any other. We are nature looking
at itself. This is the subject of my
book Homo Natura: In Harmony
with the Living World. The real
problem is our perception of our-
selves as beings that are dis-
connected from nature. This dis-
connection persists even in the
solutions we propose to protect
nature today. But this cannot be
the solution, unless we as a civili-
zation decide to leave the Earth
and live on Mars...

$B: On the notion of progress
through the use of technology, a
tradition of thinkers who are cri-
tical of modernity, such as Ivan
Ilitch in particular, have raised
the question of the limits ignored
by technical progress. According
to Olivier Rey, postmodernism
has ended up accelerating the
self-construction of humanity, as
we are eager to shape ourselves
and move beyond our limits. We
can now do things like manage
human reproduction, observe the
functioning of the brain, etc.
How should we think about the
relationship between humans
and non-humans today, conside-
ring that our postmodern socie-
ties are engaged in a quest to
master nature?

VC: The transhumanist current
surely dreams of what is called
“the augmented human”. It is a
very arrogant way to conceive of
ourselves, since we are part of na-
ture and nature has never been
immutable. Nature has always
shaped itself according to the
conditions in which it was able to
develop, including a wide range of
climate conditions. Every animal
and every plant adapts to its envi-
ronment and shapes it. I see the
development of humanity as an
extreme example of this fact. And
if I push my reasoning to the logi-
cal conclusion, I might say that

the technology created by huma-
nity is a part of nature... It is a
part of history and evolution...
The question pertains to the li-
mits that we impose on ourselves
at a given time, meaning the
question of how we want to conti-
nue to live on this planet Earth as
it has allowed us to develop, be-
cause that is really what it is all
about. If humanity has gone from
a few hundred thousand humans
at the end of the last ice age 12,000
years ago to more than 7 billion
today, it is because we have bene-
fited from living conditions that
are extremely favorable to our de-
velopment, including a temperate
climate, a flourishing biodiversity
and more. It is still astounding to
me that humans dare to think
they were the only ones res-
ponsible for their own develop-
ment! On the other hand, huma-
nity is the only one responsible for
our own losses. Today, we have
become a geological force through
our industrial activity. We have
managed to shift into a new era,
from the Holocene to the Anthro-
pocene, which we are actively
shaping through our activity. This
brings us face to face with our
own choices: whether or not we
want to live within the ecological
limits that we are in the process
of exceeding one after another.
Are we ready to accept the loss of
three quarters of humanity in or-
der to maintain the comfort of a
few? Because, in my opinion, we
have also become an endangered
species. Within fifty years, coun-
tries and coasts will be uninhabi-
table, including fifteen megacities
with twenty million residents. The
dream of the augmented human
has a cost with regard to our own
species: that of potentially losing
a part of our humanity. It is a
choice of what kind of civilization
we want to live in. But the pro-
blem is that this choice is made by
powerful, rich men who decide
the fate of humanity as a whole.
Ask a Malagasy man who is ea-
ting cactus leaves because of the
current famine that is directly
linked to climate change if he
shares Elon Musk’s dream...
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$B: Multinationals exist because
of their consumers, too. We
always come back to the age-old
question of consumption patterns
and their impacts...

VC: Yes, that’s why, for the past
ten years, beyond just advocating
for a legal goal, I've been spea-
king at conferences and writing
books. We cannot change the sys-
tem if we do not change our glo-
bal consciousness. On the one
hand, it is absolutely necessary to
create awareness, and unfortuna-
tely, sometimes it is disasters that
help us question our own share of
responsibility in what happens.
Changing human consciousness
is a very long-term undertaking
that goes hand in hand with edu-
cation. At the same time, the
history of legal advances shows
us that laws have been adopted
without a demand from the ma-
jority, as in the case of the end
of slavery and the abolition of
the death penalty in France. I
think that government has a
responsibility to protect its po-
pulation. In this sense, in this
regalian vision of government,
if it authorizes destructive mo-
des of consumption and produc-
tion, it is the responsibility of
government before that of the
consumer. Yes, I think that
things should be prohibited. It is
the responsibility of government
to legislate as it has done, for
example, on banning smoking in
public places, or speed limits,
etc. In response to arguments
about infringing on the freedom
of enterprise, I would say that,
at a given moment, collective in-
terests must take precedence
over individual interests

$B: Continuing on the role of go-
vernment and politics, what can
you say about interactions with
China on recognizing the rights
of nature?

VC: With this steamrolling re-
gime, we must indeed take a
pragmatic approach. China is
not a signatory to the Rome Sta-
tute of the International Crimi-
nal Court, but its leaders can
potentially be indicted by the
ICC. The ICC has universal ju-
risdiction, which allows any na-
tional judge of a signatory
country to take up a case of a
crime linked to its territory.
Anyone who commits a crime on
the territory of a signatory
country can logically be the sub-
ject of an arrest warrant in the
country that is the victim. This
is just a hypothetical. I can’t
imagine that any African dicta-
tor would want to issue an arrest

warrant for a Chinese industrial
leader who is monopolizing, for
example, the forests of Benin... It
is very complex. But what is im-
portant to understand is that by
defining the most serious inter-
national crimes, there is an un-
derlying idea of drawing new
moral lines. China is aware of
the harmful effect of its treat-
ment of the Uyghurs, for exa-
mple, as well as the reference to
the notion of genocide, and of
the bad press in the face of
crimes that are no longer tole-
rated and that have never bene-
fited the business world. If we
start from the principle that the
large-scale destruction of an
ecosystem is no longer accep-
table from an international
point of view, this has a diplo-
matic impact on the way China
behaves. The action then takes
place at the diplomatic level
and becomes a diplomatic
weapon. And then you have to
remember that China was one
of the first countries to invest in
renewable energies, which is a
booming market. We must look
at this in economic terms: if the
crime of “ecocide” is reco-
gnized, the Chinese will be the
first to invest in technologies
that will be acceptable in order
to win markets. However, we
are not safe from a Chinese eco-
nomic colonialism that could
spread across the Earth...

$B: When it comes to renewable
energies and technological inno-
vation, the term “ecological
transition” raises questions. On
the one hand, it awakens the
possibility of a new world in
search of inspiring narratives.
On the other, it becomes proble-
matic in relation to reality, na-
mely the ecological impact of the
production of so-called green
technologies, which is the main
point of Guillaume Pitron’s work.
You both participated in The
Night of Ideas in Brussels in
2018 on the theme of ecological
emergencies...

VC: If we want to be sincere and
effective, we must talk about
“degrowth”. And that makes
everyone start to scream and
panic. We really need to change
our way of life in order to drasti-
cally reduce the predation of re-
sources and energy consump-
tion. If we want to respect the
planetary limits while respec-
ting a social floor for everyone,
meaning that everyone lives in
dignity, we are required to take
a path of sharing and degrowth.

This is obvious. In this sense,
the objective of sustainable de-
velopment is an oxymoron.

$B: Which initiative in favor of the
rights of nature, in France, do
you find particularly inspiring?
VC: At the moment, the most
concrete advances concern ini-
tiatives to grant legal person-
hood to ecosystems, particularly
rivers, such as the Rhone [Edi-
tor’s note: the Rhone appeal
carried out by the ID-Eau asso-
ciation], but also the creation of
inter-species parliaments, such
as that of the Loire. A parlia-
ment including a non-human en-
tity, in this case the Loire, is
unique in France. This was
made possible through public
hearings and collective re-
search bringing together philo-
sophers, anthropologists, ecolo-
gists, biologists, lawyers and
users of the river. A book repor-
ting on these hearings is cur-
rently being published by Les
liens qui libérent: Le Fleuve qui
voulait écrirve [The River that
Wanted to Writel. 1t is about ima-
gining the potential institution
of a river ecosystem with its
fauna, flora, sandbanks, water
bodies and all the components
of the Loire. With Notre Affaire
a Tous, I brought my point of
view as an international lawyer
and specialist in the rights of
nature and participated in re-
flecting on the creation of this
parliament, led by lawyer and
writer Camille de Toledo, and
supported by POLAU (Arts and
Urbanism Cluster, subsidized by
the Ministry of Culture and the
Centre-Val de Loire region). Vo-
lunteers from Notre Affaire a
Tous also took part in discus-
sions with other speakers on the
means and modalities of repre-
senting the Loire. This project is
now becoming a reality.

$B: Regarding the rights of na-
ture, how does the question of
animal right s come into play?

VC: It’s another field of action.
When we talk about the rights of
nature, we are talking about the
ecological role of every species
and every ecological system on
Earth. In other words, when we
talk about the rights of the wolf,
we are not talking about a wolf
or an individual, but about the
species, namely its role in the
system of life. The movement
for the rights of nature is not a
vegan movement per se, espe-
cially since it has been greatly
inspired by the cosmogony of
indigenous peoples who still tra-

ditionally live by hunting, fi-
shing, etc., while maintaining a
relationship of respect and sha-
ring with other non-human spe-
cies. This means avoiding exces-
sive killing and stockpiling,
eating only what is needed, sha-
ring with the group, and giving
thanks to the beast that has
been killed. If we realize that a
species will run out of re-
sources, we will preserve that
resource for the species, not just
for humans. This is another way
of relating to living things, and
ultimately of looking at life as
energy circulating between
beings. The animal rights move-
ment refers to another comple-
mentary approach that I have
not fully committed to, because
I would be hypocritical as a
non-vegetarian. It is an ap-
proach where each non-human
individual is considered a legal
subject. In France since 2015,
domestic animals are reco-
gnized as sentient beings. It is
prohibited to mistreat or torture
these animals, even though they
still fall under property law.
This movement aims to extend
this protection to all animals,
whether in laboratory or in the
wild, and especially to reco-
gnize them as legal subjects, no
longer as objects or property.

$B: What do you think of the ani-
mal rights movement, which
can be very divisive and some-
times even violent?

VC: What bothers me a lot is the
idea that a new level of civiliza-
tion will be achieved when hu-
mans no longer eat meat, and
the idea that vegans are superior
to others. Having lived with tra-
ditional societies that will die if
they do not have goats to drink
milk in the middle of the desert,
or if they cannot hunt or fish, it
makes me very angry when I
hear rich Westerners promote
the idea of universal veganism.
They can afford not to eat meat.
They can buy soya and other pro-
ducts, which are also packaged
in plastic and are not necessarily
organic, because the soya pro-
duction may have destroyed fo-
rests... This is what I also call a
form of neo-colonialism of
thought, which asserts the supe-
riority of its evolution over
others, and therefore over all
traditional societies that cannot
live otherwise than by depending
on the surrounding natural re-
sources. Are they primitive so-
cieties? No! If we continue to fos-
ter this type of discourse, we will
never get anywhere.

$B: In fashion, the radicalism of
activists committed to protec-
ting animals raises questions
within companies that
subcontract leather for fashion
and luxury brands...

VC: There is indeed sometimes a
totalitarian, radical, aggressive
discourse that is expressed in
vegan spaces. This violence re-
sides in a desire to impose this
way of seeing the world, which I
mentioned earlier, on everyone,
on all the populations of the
world. However, this is not pos-
sible, we are obliged to go step
by step according to the econo-
mic level of each country. Wes-
tern companies must try to
move towards a virtuous pro-
duction chain, including local
and healthy production. This in-
volves managing the social and
economic consequences if they
have to close down relocated
production lines or keep jobs but
train people to work new jobs,
use new materials or switch to
plant leather. On the other hand,
all this must be done, I would
say, in connection with an awar-
eness that cannot, in my opi-
nion, be legally imposed on the
whole world.

$B: The fact remains that it is
rather difficult to approach the
subject of animal advocacy in a
nuanced way, as you do...

VC: The nuances come from my
knowledge of populations
elsewhere and my empathy. I
cannot function according to a
solely European, Western-centric
vision. I get the impression that
many debates are biased be-
cause the reality on the ground
elsewhere is not taken into
consideration.

$B: You are now using your inte-
rest in other places to document
the legal progress of the rights
of nature by making a film...

VC: This project in collaboration
with Corto Fajal, a director
whose work I appreciate very
much, will keep me busy for
the next three years. This film
on the rights of nature is cente-
red on Europe where more and
more initiatives have emerged
over the last two or three
years. They have not yet suc-
ceeded, but they are inspired
by what has succeeded
elsewhere. Soon, in February
2022, there will be an exhibi-
tion that we have designed for
the Museum of the Resistance
and Deportation of Isere at the
Human Rights House in Gre-
noble. It will document those

places that have requested the
recognition of legal personhood
for the local ecosystem, which
will take us to Sweden, the
Netherlands, Serbia, Corsica,
the Loire and Rhone River ba-
sins and more. We are making
a film on initiatives in Europe
to help Europeans more easily
identify what is already happe-
ning and where they can get
involved. This will keep au-
diences from dismissing the
topic by saying: “Oh well, talk-
ing about the rights of nature
is silly, since it’s only for indi-
genous peoples!”
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“HOMO NATURA”

EN HARMONIE AVEC LE VIVANT

[“HOMO NATURA. IN HARMONY WITH THE LIVING
WORLD", BUCHET CHASTEL, 2017

“UN NOUVEAU DROIT POUR LA TERRE, POUR EN FINIR
AVEC L'ECOCIDE” [“A NEW LAW FOR THE EARTH TO PUT
AN END TO ECOCIDE"], SEUIL, 2016
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