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1
Introduction

The oppositional stance between social ecologists and deep ecologists has become entrenched – and yet both are arguing for freedom. This means freedom from domination and exploitation, and the opportunity for well being and self-fulfilment for both the human and nonhuman living realm. Openly expressed antagonisms may well be furthering the environmental crisis, which both sides concede is real and does need to be addressed. 

Up to 1987 social ecologist Murray Bookchin’s work was very much at home in deep ecology, but when a split emerged with Bookchin on the attack, deep ecologist Kirkpatrick Sale was stunned:

Until that moment, I sincerely and naively thought that Bookchin and I were on the same wavelength (indeed friends), that there was really only one big ecology movement.

(Sale, 1988, p.670, quoted in Hay, 2002, p.69)

Since that time the debate has raged between the social ecologists and deep ecologists. I want to examine and compare what the two sides actually say, to see if there are only irreconcilable tendencies or if there is some common ground.

From a social ecology point of view I rely heavily on the extensive writings of Murray Bookchin, who has been active and publishing prolifically in the field for over forty years. Arne Naess’s pioneering philosophy, together with the major contributions to the field of philosopher George Sessions and sociologist Bill Devall, provide my primary sources for the deep ecology approach.

I open my examination with a look at how each approach describes the cause of the present environmental crisis. This gives a starting point for surveying the practices, which reveal a considerable amount of common ground. Indeed, much of this ground is common to the whole environmental movement (although to fully substantiate this is outside the scope of this present work). The attempt to seek common ground in the social and deep ecology principles on which these practices are based was less fruitful. Predictably, principles as the expression of our deeply held moral beliefs and values, are difficult to reconcile. Bearing this in mind, I go on to consider just how much disagreements of principles matter at this time.

Ecology itself refers to the science of ecology. Carolyn Merchant, in Radical Ecology, notes that ecology as a science is focused on the study of the interrelationships of nonhuman nature: ‘its abiotic components (air, water, soils, atoms, and molecules) and its biotic components (plants, animals, bacteria, and fungi)’ (Merchant, 1992, p.8). When you factor in humans – as social ecologists and deep ecologists do – the interrelationships become not only comprehensive of all earthly things but also enormously more complex. There is space here to cover only a fraction of this ground.

However, I do not want to just argue that if we have a crisis that this is the very time to seek urgently some common ground. More than that I believe that the autonomy for humans and nonhuman nature that both sides profess as one of their ultimate goals is also a potential route for resolving some fundamental differences of principle. It may be that differences have to be shelved in the short-term, and that it will be left to future generations to establish their own principles – and it may just be that their principles and plans will not be articulated in the way we are envisaging today. What social ecologists and deep ecologists can do initially, therefore, is to work together to overcome the present crisis to open up as far as possible the opportunity for people to be free to forge harmonious relations with each other and with nonhuman nature.

2
Diagnosing the causes

2.1
Social ecologists’ diagnosis of the cause

Social ecologists ground the environmental crisis in social causes, that is to say in the social relations that have become institutionalized in the political and economic spheres. Janet Biehl’s (Biehl, undated) ‘Overview of Social Ecology” describes the ‘pathology’ as follows:

The ecological crisis is most immediately the product of capitalism … the ‘grow or die’ imperative of modern capitalism: trade for profit, industrial expansion, and the identification of progress with corporate self-interest … This imperative stands radically at odds with the capacity of the planet to sustain complex forms of life. It must necessarily lead capitalists to plunder the planet, to turn back the evolutionary clock to a time when only simpler organisms exist.

(Biehl, undated)

Biehl’s use of ‘imperative’ in this context indicates a necessary connection between the practices of capitalism and the domination and exploitation (‘plunder’) of the environment. The fact that the market has to produce and sell commodities limitlessly means pressure on human labour and consumption, and constant depletion and exploitation of the earth’s resources with no recognition that they may have any value other than as industrial resource; added to this is the pollution generated by excessive production and processing and fuel emissions and waste disposal. The view is anthropocentric: the underlying assumptions are that humans are not only unique, but that they stand apart from any ecological laws and are exempt from any ecological constraints. Problems can be solved by the ever-developing technology.

Institutionalization of social relations means domination and hierarchy embedded in centralization and increased scale of practices and institutions. Hence the West has huge industries, corporations and bureaucracies, which put the seat of power and source of wealth in the hands of a few. The state institution itself is seen as 

the apparatus by which capitalist societies maintain social control through a monopoly of the use of force – and at the same time mollify social unease to a tolerable level by providing certain minimal social services.

(Biehl, undated)

In short, the state is in compliance with the economic exploitation of all nature and controls its populace by force or sweeteners.

Alongside these developments has emerged an ideology of progress, progress in the form of domination and hierarchy, with exploitation and the cycle of work–consumption inherent in the lives of those not in elitist positions. The practices engender and foster the internalization of the implied values of the capitalist economy, reifying the hierarchical structures.

Another aspect of this causation according to Bookchin is a biological and cultural heritage. He traces domination to ‘age, gender, ethnicity, and race, as well as distinct economic classes – precede and gave rise to the idea of dominating the biosphere’. In his discussion of organic and primordial societies and the emergence of hierarchy, Bookchin (1991, particularly pp.62–88) speculates on how individuals may have begun a process of hierarchy in their society. He believes that elders tended to reinforce their value to their communities through the process of becoming a shaman (bestowed with magic powers) and also the younger men, as protectors of the community, found their value enhanced as communities grew in size. Developments of this kind, according to Bookchin, led to the exploitation of human by human, preceding the hierarchical practice of domination of nature by humans, and the people then came to internalize the concept of dominance. It is fundamental to the social ecology of Bookchin to show that the social origins of the development of hierarchical tendencies are not innate, and therefore can (should) be removed by changing social conditions.

One further point, there is an attempt in Biehl’s overview (from which I quoted earlier) to separate social ecologists from the environmental groups whom she believes consider only the symptoms and not the pathology of the crisis. She identifies over-population, patriarchal religions (such as Judeo-Christian) and misuse of science and technology as ‘symptoms’ that have been diagnosed as ultimate causes. A transformation of the internal relations – better organization of societies (rather than population control), proper interpretation (i.e. not treating as a licence to dominate the world) of biblical injunctions, and appropriate applications of science and technology are ways forward in the resolution of ecological problems.

2.2
Deep ecologists’ diagnosis of the cause

Deep ecologists ground the cause of the environmental crisis in the attitude that humans have towards what constitutes the biosphere (that is, all living things, including humans), the worldview that underlies everything that characterizes contemporary Western life.

Michael Zimmerman says in his ‘Introduction to Deep Ecology’: 

Anthropocentrism – humancentredness – is a misguided way of seeing things … we need to develop a less dominating and aggressive posture towards the earth if we and the planet are to survive.

(Zimmerman, 1989)

Zimmerman, putting the deep ecologists view, places the blame on the individual and her/his typical anthropocentric Western worldview. In the same interview he goes on to say that unless this worldview changes, whatever social structures may or may not be in place there is no guarantee that the domination and exploitation of nature will not simply continue. It is also worth pointing out here that, while not embracing in any way the prevailing anthropocentrist sentiments, Zimmerman does accept that human liberation from lack of vital needs is an essential pre-condition:

You can’t take care of the environment while people in the Sudan or Nicaragua are being cut up by imperialistic practices, east or west.

(Zimmerman, 1989)

Alan Drengson highlights (1999) in ‘Ecosophilophy, Ecosophy, and the Deep Ecology Movement: An Overview’ the problem of imbalance in Western philosophy in its focus on the importance of the human at the expense of the natural world. He sees ecophilosophy as providing a philosophical approach, one that places humans always in the ‘whole global context’. 

Worldviews can be interpreted as models of how we see the world and what we value in it; changing one’s ethics and values are carried along with changing one’s worldview, so anthropocentrism as inherent in modern culture is representative of the particular worldview of having no real respect for, or recognizing any real value in, nonhuman things. The result is that the contemporary

industrial culture represents itself as the only acceptable model for progress and development. However, application of this model and its financial and technological systems to all areas of the planet results in destruction of habitat, extinction of species, and destruction of indigenous cultures.

(Drengson, 1999)

The implication here is that unless the model changes, humans will continue to develop with the same unethical outlook.

Devall and Sessions (1985, pp. 65–66) note that a very basic cause of the crisis is the inability of people to be aware of what the problems are. People internalize the cultural values of seeing humans as not only superior, but with licence to treat nonhuman nature in any way they see fit:

increasingly obsessed with the idea of dominance … humans over nonhuman nature, masculine over the feminine, wealthy and powerful over the poor, with the dominance of the West over non-Western cultures. Deep ecological consciousness allows us to see through these erroneous and dangerous illusions.

(Devall and Sessions, 1985, p.66)

2.3 Comparing the causes

The structures characteristic of capitalist economies are obviously an area of common concern to social ecologists and deep ecologists. However, the perspectives on the underlying causes are different. Social ecologists identify the institutions in society that perpetuate the dominance of humans and shore up the market economy. Apart from those in elitist positions, they exonerate people from any blame. The capitalist structures and institutions need to be replaced before any change for the general populace can be expected. Deep ecologists concentrate on an ontological approach, on a worldview that displays an underlying attitude of anthropocentrism that inevitably results in dominance and destruction by humans. It is people who hold these worldviews, and who need to change before anything else can be changed.

Deep ecology identifies technology as it exists in industrial societies as a particularly (bad) influential aspect in its alienating effect of separating humans from nonhuman nature. Destruction caused by the technological society is part of the general momentum of ‘progress’ towards an artificially created environment (Devall and Sessions, 1985, p.48). The emphasis on the role of technology in the two approaches is more one of degree. In fact both acknowledge the problem of the huge scale of industrial application, but deep ecologists reputedly have more reservations about the likelihood of any benign use of technology than do social ecologists (although deep ecologists do not reject technological applications entirely). It is worth noting, too, the views of Herbert Marcuse (1968), a social ecologist who has expressed very strong views about the non-neutrality of science and its applications in technology.

Moving on to the direct effects of these causes – the practices in contemporary Western society – we will see that there is considerable ground in common between the two ecological approaches.

3
Practices – and agreements in practices

The practices in Western capitalist countries and the contribution these make to the environmental crisis are well documented in the body of environmental literature. There is space here for only a brief survey. For social and deep ecologists alike the way in which society is structured needs to be transformed. They do not accept that humans and society will form a harmonious relationship with nature while the institutions that support them remain in place. Environmentalists, including the so-called shallow ecologists, are prepared to work within the prevailing institutionalized structures to bring about changes and an amelioration in human treatment of nature.

Domination of humans by humans in society is evident in wars (with huge deleterious effects on non-human nature too), and in racist and sexist discrimination, and in class exploitation. The opposition to these types of hierarchical practices of domination is more explicit in the work of the social ecologists, but also in deep ecologists’ advocating an egalitarian society.

Both approaches see industralized society with high production and consumption being responsible for many environmentally destructive practices, but there is not the space here to go into details with regard to all the practices involved. For example, Merchant notes the stresses for ecological systems arising from industrial production. With regard to forms of agriculture, Biehl (1997, pp.4–7) recounts Bookchin’s early recognition of the problem to human health of chemical additives to food; Biehl (1997, p.5) and Merchant (1992, p.21) comment on the destruction of forest. Deforestation, air pollution, use of chemicals in agriculture, nuclear power, acid rain and ozone depletion have come into being one after another over the decades and have been fought against by social and deep ecologists alike. 

The capitalist market is characterized by excess/extreme conditions – by the imperative of the profit motive to produce and sell. It is to break this cycle that social ecologists and deep ecologists see the need for radical transformation. Efficiency is what is most highly valued in the marketplace: the market has no ethical base, but rates success and development entirely in terms of profit and loss. Cost–benefit analysis is not an appropriate instrument for environmental ‘goods’/decision making (in effect, putting a price tag or preference ranking on what no-one does or can own, in the manner of a commodity), but this is what the market uses. The goal of efficiency has led to a very high degree of centralization, which allows for large-scale production methods. In the table in ‘Appendix: Problems associated with centralization’, attached here, can be seen a summary of the main areas of domination and exploitation as derived from Bookchin’s works (using Biehl, 1997, as the main source) and the comments and practices listed would reflect the views of the deep ecologists too.

3.1
Reviewing the common ground in practices

Generally speaking (and excepting the issue of population and scarcity that I look at later), both social ecologists and deep ecologists are fully agreed on the dangers of production excesses and their effects in Western societies and Western culture. They see the resolution to the problems in the form of an egalitarian society living in harmony with nature, but emanating from very different principles. 

4
Principles – and disagreements of principle

I have already noted that social and deep ecologists agree on the need for radical transformation and do not envisage a solution to the environmental crisis within the existing capitalist economy and institutions. There is, however, considerable disagreement regarding their principles. 

The first major point to note is that we are not comparing like with like. Social ecology is a comprehensive analytical perspective in that it analyses the features of the contemporary system to highlight the underlying environmental crisis, and articulates an alternative society. Deep ecology is very different; it takes an ontological approach in that it proposes an alternative worldview, and inherent in that are the changes needed for a more benign society.

Both approaches have a basic appeal to the principles of the science of ecology, which assumes a dynamic interrelationship of living things. That said, the two approaches differ on what insights can be drawn from ecology. The traditions to which social ecology turns are related to the concept of social justice, and the direction towards self-consciousness is one that will enable humans to see through the ideology, and to become moral agents in an evolutionary route leading to the well being and flourishing of humans and nature alike. The tradition that deep ecology appeals to is one of ‘conversion’ through spiritual commitment, on a route to self-realization (ultimately Self-realization) that views humans as very much a part of a whole ‘spiritual community’ where equality and justice are inherent.

Both approaches are ecocentric in the sense that the ecological principles of (unity in) diversity, complexity, mutuality and spontaneity/creativity and non-hierarchical relationships are adopted, and for humans and nonhumans alike. These principles are interrelated with the conscious development of the human mind – although in different ways. 

In the following two sections I look at how these and other principles have been adopted by the two approaches, and in particular how development of subjectivity is treated. I then look at some points of debate between the two approaches.

4.1
Major principles of social ecology

First, it is worth reiterating that humans are seen as part of an ecological community, subject to the same laws and constraints. Nevertheless, Bookchin sees humans as unique in a very specific way within the unfolding of the evolutionary process. Bookchin’s ultimate goal is the freedom for people in the form of self-consciousness, to which the principles just discussed are all intended to contribute. The implications of fulfilling human potential in the form of self-consciousness include the recognition of humans not only as unique, but who have the capacity and also the duty to intervene directly in the course of evolution. The far-reaching and controversial implications of this assumption of duty need to be recognized because they, more than anything else, are the source of the true incompatibility of this approach with that of the deep ecologists.

I will explain briefly first how Bookchin sees the logic of the evolutionary process. In the context of nonhuman and human communities, as Bookchin observes (Biehl, 1997, p.34–35), the interrelationships are organic so there is unity in diversity, and that diversity emerges spontaneously as the evolutionary process moves forward to greater complexity. (This, then, is not the unity of a ‘whole’ that is homogeneous and reminiscent of fascism.) 

Bookchin goes on to argues that ‘mutualism, freedom and subjectivity are not strictly human values or concerns’ – that they are intrinsic to evolution. What humans need to do is to identify the evolutionary patterns. It would be inaccurate to see Bookchin’s understanding of evolution as teleological (although he uses the term telos), since there is no end (ideal) to be achieved. He writes of evolution as the unending and limitless actualization of potentialities, actualization emerging from potential leading to another actualization and so on, in a form of becoming. So there is always the dialectical being and becoming.

This is where the ecological principles apply – there is no determinism, so we find diversity, complexity and mutualism (or complementarity) and subjectivity. Bookchin describes a continuum of first and second nature, with humans as the latest in line. The directionality is characterized by the increasingly complex subjectivity, which is being realized in the consciousness of human individuals. Because the evolutionary path is inextricably linked to ecology, with its basis of interconnectivity, this new society will be one where the awareness of the interconnectivity will be recognized – and acknowledged – by the developed consciousness of humans. The ultimate realization is in Bookchin’s free nature society. 

Bookchin, making the assumption that ecology and evolutionary biology are inseparable, uses the application of the principles in the way I have just outlined to continue the argument logically (objectively) to imply that humans are further along the subjective route and so have a special role to play (this is examined further in the discussion on subjectivity below). Despite his call for an egalitarian society, the development is such that the intellectual, rational and emotional capacities that humans have developed makes them distinct. Humans have ‘proved’ this distinction by the active creation of social and cultural life, so he uses the term second nature to distinguish humans from the rest of (first) nature. Bookchin sees the development in positive terms.

What then of the real-life atrocities that have come about? The torture and killing of human by human and the devastation and destruction that has been imposed by humans on nature? Bookchin’s explanation here is of blips in the history, times when the animal instincts of first nature still within us take over. These, like other aspects of modern culture, are the outcomes of the repression in society (discussed above), rather than reflections of the norms inherent in nature. To distance himself from social regimes and practices, Bookchin rejects the Darwinian concept of competition and survival of the fittest in favour of a theory that sees cooperation in nature.

Hence, we find an anarchic approach favoured by many social ecologists, including Bookchin: to be completely free it is necessary to live in an eco-anarchic society, with small-scale social institutions, where the participation of individuals is on a much more user-friendly basis. Small communities will also facilitate more involvement in the democratic process. Complexity and diversity are key to all development, including our intellectual development. So, for instance, the preference for the small-scale communities and production methods will enrich people not homogenize them. 

One associated aspect of this enrichment of people, from Bookchin’s point of view is that it will replace the false wants and so there will not be the demand for excess production–consumption. This enables him to reject the argument for the need for population control: nature can cope with our reasonable demands, and the production–consumption cycle is in any case culturally induced to suit the market economy.

The whole notion of a free society is one that enables all things to fulfil their potential, and that includes our use of our advanced subjectivity.

Advanced subjectivity and the concept of self-consciousness

The logical step for Bookchin in such an evolutionary process is that we use our developed subjectivity, the self-consciousness, to become aware (conscious) of how evolutionary processes pan out and we should then use that consciousness to steer nature in the right direction.

Humans have reached a stage of consciousness that allows them to alter the evolutionary course – and this makes them unique. The argument for freedom is to fulfil one’s potential (one of the goals of a free society and social justice) so, for Bookchin, the opportunity for fulfilling one’s potential implies one’s duty to do just that. Therefore, he argues, humans should intervene in nature in ways they see fit in order to use the capability vested in us. The evolutionary path is directional (one directional), humans become an actualization of nonhuman nature’s potentiality. This is nature acting rationally upon itself, humans are ‘nature rendered self-conscious’.

Through the logic of this explanation of evolution, according to Bookchin, we can derive our ethics from nature, while at the same time avoiding the naturalistic fallacy. A form of reasoning, ‘eduction’, which is a creative faculty, enables us to ascertain the appropriate directionality, to make ‘objectively’ the leap from ought to is. 

Bookchin’s account of this view of humans and their duty is the least convincing and the most controversial in its implications, and yet for Bookchin it is the fundamental principle that gives meaning to his whole account of social ecology. The reasons for this are two-fold: (i) it follows logically his evolutionary account of first and second nature; and (ii) his evolutionary theory is the justification for the interventionist role of humans in the evolutionary process of first and second nature. Within this notion Bookchin also assumes the basic goodness in humanity, since he sees nature as, on the whole, developing in diversity and complexity in both consciousness and culture, despite lapses (wars, etc.) along the way. 

4.2
Major principles of deep ecology

The major underlying principle of deep ecology is what Devall and Sessions (1985) describe as the ‘essence … to keep asking more searching questions about human life, society, and Nature’. This plumbing of religious and philosophical depths is essential to find the wisdom of our own experience, that develops within us as a worldview that is sensitive to our place in the whole scheme of things. With a new worldview adopted, our benign and sensitive treatment of nature and all things will follow. From this the presence of any alienation or duality between the human and non-human realm is obviated. It is a form of metaphysical integration.

Situating ourselves within the biosphere in a future egalitarian society still means a recognition that humans are unique, but unique in a way that all things in nature are unique. The two basic norms are self-realization and biocentric equality. Self here is interpreted as our individual search through the questioning process to a stage where we know ourselves as part of an all encompassing Self, that is, all things global and cosmic. The term used by Devall and Sessions is reaching ‘spiritual/biological personhood’ (Devall and Sessions, 1985, p.66–69). The norm of biocentric equality recognizes that all things in the biosphere have the right to live and flourish in their own way. It is important to note that Naess, and Devall and Sessions, see the right as allowing for ‘mutual predation’ in the satisfaction of vital needs (Devall and Sessions, 1985, p.67), and this does not contradict the claim to equal intrinsic worth.

The principles of deep ecology are laid out in a much quoted table prepared by Sessions and Naess (Devall and Sessions, 1985, p.70). They are described as basic principles in the sense that they are intended as a base from which each person develops their own deep ecological standpoint by questioning. 

Principles 1–3 and 5, relating to the flourishing of nature, richness and diversity and the satisfying of vital needs and not exploitation, share common ground with the principles of social ecologists. Principle 4, however, claims that nonhuman interests are positively served by a reduction in population. Principle 7 deals with ‘life quality’ and this may or may not be interpreted as lower standard of living. But it is intended to put the focus on the satisfaction of vital and spiritual needs instead of excessive material ones. 

Wilderness is included in the discussion of Principle 5. It requires minimal human intervention in the nonhuman world; it is seen as essential for ensuring natural speciation and diversity continues. It should specially preserved for this purpose. 

Because the list of principles provides a basis for people to develop their own philosophies, it is inevitable that a plurality of views can be accommodated as part of deep ecology. This also implies that it is difficult to indicate any form of action to be clearly identified from the principles, so each is to respond to any action required according their ecological consciousness. This inclusiveness has sometimes been problematic for deep ecology. For example, the inclusion of activists such as those in Earth First!, who do subscribe to the principles outlined (this is discussed again in a later section). 

Finally, I want to look at the principle and implications of self-realization a little more closely.

The concept of self-realization leading to Self-realization

Naess describes the concept of self-realization as a conscious awareness that each individual is a part of a spiritual whole (Devall and Sessions, 1985, p.76). This awareness is a search for self-realization. The principle of diversity is key to enhancing the experience: Naess sees such enrichment as a function of the diversity of sensibilities that come together to form Self-realization. Fox explains:

The term self-realization refers to realization of the narrow self, which is consistent with self-aggrandizement and ‘ego-trips’, whereas the term Self-realization refers to the realization of as expansive a sense of self as possible. … self-realization … leads us to seek, among other things, and under suitable conditions, to understand the world and our place in it (i.e. understanding that reality is a unity).

(Fox, 1995, p.106)

The aim is towards developing an ecological consciousness; an eco-community is something to aim for, which would be self-regulating and non-hierarchical. For him, ultimately self-regulation should function largely without deliberate human intervention in a managing role, so the development is towards minimum human intervention.

5
How far do the disagreements of principle matter?

In this section I look first at some of the criticisms that each approach has levelled against the other, before reviewing the disagreements in the search for common ground.

5.1
Critiques of the social ecology approach

In the current environment crisis, there has been intense debate about the extent of human intervention in nature. This has been argued out between deep ecologist Robyn Eckersley and Bookchin. I look at Eckersley’s critique in some detail because I believe it is a very robust challenge to Bookchin’s work and is pertinent to my examination of his principles. Perhaps more significantly, I contend that it shows some convergence of views – probably without the participants intending this to be so.

Eckersley (1998) questions the way in which Bookchin has attempted to derive ethical conclusions and justification for his eco-anarchical solution. Eckersley acknowledges the importance of an attempt in the field of environmental philosophy to ‘heal’ the ‘nature/culture schism in Western thought’ (p.59), but does not find his arguments convincing. I note below just a few of the points she raises. I am not able to consider each in detail but what is significant is that they undermine Bookchin’s claim to justify the right of humans to intervene in nature.

Eckersley argues that Bookchin’s version of the evolutionary path is one that leads through first nature to privilege second nature (human culture) and so would seem to undermine a claim to the need for a nonhierarchical and ecological society and any expectation of freedom for all. Eckersley questions the way in which there appears to be the same evolutionary path for society and consciousness that Bookchin has identified for humans and nature – his ‘divining evolution’. Bookchin has not shown why this path is the appropriate one – it may be one of several that would achieve the objective, or as Eckersley goes on to assert it does not do this and that an ecocentric path would.

She is also critical of the way in which Bookchin seems to be making paradoxical claims about whether nature is amoral or ethical (which has a direct bearing on how he grounds his ethic):

authority of nature to justify political domination (e.g. facsism, scientific socialism, and sociobiology) … that nature is neither hierarchical nor egalitarian [but] the patterns in nature (embodied in his ecological principles) are ‘implicitly ethical’.

(Eckersley, 1998, p.65)

Eckersley comments that Bookchin has not explained why human intervention is the only option for the protection of nature (why not leave alone?), and she believes this is derived from ‘his presumptious conclusions concerning the state of human understanding of ecological and evolutionary processes’ (p.68).

Bookchin does not show how we can discharge our responsibilities, and Eckersley does not accept the notion that biodiversity is a good per se (i.e. that it is the duty of humans even to ensure biodiversity where this is not found). Bookchin has not shown reason why we need always to be proactive rather than passive. (This is a reference to the wilderness issue that is part of the debate between social ecology and deep ecology.)

With regard to human intervention, Bookchin takes the arguments of the two ethics of social ecology and deep ecology to extremes: either full stewardship or a biocentric ethic that makes all things so equally valued that we cannot act at all. Eckersley makes recourse (p.70) to Warwick Fox’s contention that deep ecology does not identify itself as a value theory in this way, and that its worldview requires humans to live in harmony with nature as much as possible and that it is reasonable to act to protect ourselves from harm, but that otherwise intervention should be minimized.

Bookchin believes that humans have reached an evolutionary stage that enables them to enhance nature. An alternative, Eckersley says, is the biocentric approach that allows humans to be different and unique by their consciousness but not assume this superior stance – other creatures have developed different characteristics (p.72).

Bookchin’s response ‘Recovering Evolution: A Reply to Eckersley and Fox’ (1990) notes that grounding ethics is always difficult but to be acceptable it requires justification that is sufficiently robust to overcome skepticism. Bookchin believes that Eckersley has taken his words to extremes and that he does believe in constraints on intervention. He cites his opening to Ecology of Freedom, that calls for caution, that he sees any claim that scientific knowledge is sufficiently advanced to be grounds for domination as an arrogance. He regards himself as in the tradition of rejecting the stance of some of those in the straight scientific field of ecology and evolutionary biology, and he has only specifically proposed the management of diversity in the case of agriculture and here in a generally restorative manner.

He rejects the notion of privileging second nature because the complementarity that is very much a part of his concept of eco-communities is based on harmony between humans and nature and not on any form of hierarchy. In addition, any ethics based on the complementarity would automatically put a constraint on wanton and exploitative human practices. He also states that he has written extensively on ‘freedom’ throughout many of his works.

He argues that if Eckersley accepts that humans are unique and can modify their environment, is this then not an anthropocentric stance (that humans have granted themselves the right to do so).

There is a further response to Bookchin by Eckersley (Eckersley, 1998, pp.78–91), which is not fully discussed here, except it is worth noting briefly Eckersley’s view of the differences between social ecologists’ and deep ecologists’ standpoints. She sees their differences grounded in different ethical standpoints resulting from an epistemologically different view of nature. The view of the two sides are fundamentally opposed with regard to the role of humans as moral agents in relation to the principle of diversity. For social ecologists the claimed objectivity of derived ethics is based on sufficiently good knowledge of the evolutionary pattern (the past to the present) for humans to be able to extrapolate the future path – and so intervene appropriately. Deep ecologists, according to Eckersley, see ‘principles such as diversity, complexity, complementarity and spontaneity … as justifiable norms’ but not as principles that can be nudged on their way into reality by humans.

I include just one further point taken from the same debate, on the issue of leave alone/wilderness. Eckersley is resistant to what she terms ‘ecological colonialism’, that is, humans doing what they believe best for nature and in their own interests, without due regard to existing – characteristic – environmental conditions. In this context she defends the practice of leave alone wherever possible for wilderness areas. Her provisos include: restorative work and the amelioration of dire conditions of human and nonhuman both for the sake of those in the difficult circumstances and for the sake of wilderness in the longer term. She is also not looking to support a status quo position to be inflicted on a dynamic ecological situation. So this does mean action – intervention – by humans as moral agents (but Bookchin takes this to extremes, p.89).

The debate continues, but what is interesting in the above extracts is that responses to the challenges are actually to say that critiques have taken things to extremes and that each participant is in fact closer to the other’s position than has been attributed to them.

5.2
Critiques of the deep ecology approach

Deep ecology itself is split. There is a separate more active wing, Earth First! Sometimes the enthusiasm to put things right is too extreme for those more involved in the philosophical side of deep ecology. There is, for example, the problem of Dave Foreman of Earth First! publishing the view that AIDS may go some way to solving the problem of over-population. This is recounted in Hay (2002, p.66) who notes that although Sessions accepts Earth First! into the deep ecology ranks, Zimmerman has more reservations. 

In addition, the debate regarding over-population ‘over-population’ – one of Naess’s principles that claims that nonhuman interests are positively served by a reduction in population – is also a point of debate between social ecologists and deep ecologists. Bookchin argues that there are enough resources for all if we stick to vital needs, and he sees the issue as related to culturally induced scarcity, in the interest of the market. Such intervention in the ‘social’ is vehemently opposed by social ecologists. Nevertheless, this could resolve itself: amelioration of the social often leads to lower reproduction rates, so there is a way forward here.

Deep ecology finds itself in difficulties too with the lack of any message to provide direction for political action that may help to resolve the environmental crisis. This is noted by Eckersley (1998, p.86), and (predictably) criticized by Bookchin. Deep ecology has always been open to the criticism of being too pluralist, in that the platform of principles is intended to allow people to develop their own philosophical viewpoints. However, the impression of a lack of coherence has been another weakness that Bookchin has attacked. These aspects, of course, are expecting inappropriate measures from deep ecology, but there is arguably a need now for the approach to provide some coherent message to address political issues if it recognizes – as it does – that there is a current crisis.

With regard to the critique on deep ecology, there has been criticism from Bookchin and others that it treats the whole of humanity as at fault for the present problems that we have, that it is taking a misanthropic stance. This has been refuted by Fox (1998, p.19), who states that the approach itself is not misanthropic but instead challenges human-centredness. This fits with the comment in the introduction here from Zimmerman that we do need, as a matter of priority, to care for those in dire circumstances.

Finally, although not as a critique, I want to mention briefly the question of intrinsic value, since it had been considered an important area of debate between the two sides but is less so today. Nevertheless any discussion of the differences between the two approaches does seem incomplete without making some reference to this.

In the field of philosophy generally, the matter of intrinsic and instrumental value has always prompted extensive discussion. However, in the specific context of the environmental crisis and the common ground between the ecologists’ approaches, it does not appear to be a highly controversial area, despite the fact that it is one of Naess’s principles.

Fox (1995, pp.221–23) discusses Naess’s interpretation of intrinsic value. He argues that Naess wanted to use the term to mean quite simply, ‘for its own sake’, that is, we can appreciate the value of things independently of their instrumental value. Bookchin would reject any assessment of his account of nature as recognizing only instrumental value. I would argue, too, that whether one sees his evolutionary theory and dialectical naturalism as speculation or not, the egalitarian approach of these concepts does not imply the attribution of simply instrumental value to nature. There seems little likelihood that this intrinsic/instrumental value issue would need to be seen as uncommon ground between the two ecological approaches.

5.3
Reviewing the disagreements of principle

In a crisis, of course, resolution does not depend on how one assesses the causes of the current situation nor on what practices one identifies as in need of change, even though these are analysed in the light of one’s principles. The future depends on what action is implied, and on how much support for it can be mustered.

I have tried to examine the various ecological principles and the implications of them for human action. There is much common ground on the need for maintaining diversity and complexity and to strive for equality and freedom. There is intense opposition on both sides to the prevailing capitalist institutions, to the destruction and domination resulting from the excesses in production and seduction of false needs. There seems very little difference of opinion on what practices are conducive to a free society, such as decentralization, small-scale activities and workplaces, more personal and more localized approaches. That said, the detail of how these may pan out in practice varies, but is after all at this stage speculation. There is little to concern us I believe in the intrinsic value debate. There is also much hot air – but with the grave state of the environmental crisis, it is to be hoped that common sense will prevail and that it will not be allowed to keep the sides apart for too much longer.

The seemingly intractable areas of debate relate is the extent of human intervention in nature. Despite agreement in many principles, the concepts of self-consciousness and Self-realization are fundamentally different in that they imply either human action/intervention as a moral agent or (metaphysical) Self-realization (from self-realization). In my conclusion I suggest there may be a way forward to keep the two approaches together in this too.

Ellis has investigated the areas of debate between social and deep ecologists and has reflected on how the focus of arguments is so often on the interpretations of the causes of the environmental problems. He notes that the reason for investigating causes is supposedly to help find solutions, but this has not been the so in this debating arena. He wants to see synthesis between the radicals instead. Ellis comments on the fact that the two sides have each tended to simplify issues when criticizing the other side:

Fox chides Bookchin for proposing a simple solution to the ecological crisis, but he fails to comment on Devall and Sessions’ claim that ‘a way out of our present predicament may be simpler than many people realize. … Bookchin, in turn attacks deep ecology for positing a false dichotomy between ecocentricism and anthropocentrism while refusing to address Fox’s claim that Bookchin has drawn just such a dichotomy between capitalist exploiters … and the mass of people’

(Ellis, 1995, p.266)

In addition, in the extracts included earlier on the dialogue between Eckersley and Bookchin it is evidnet that each takes the other’s argument to extremes – so the points become more vitriolic and less meaningful.

Ellis argues (1995, p.267) that the search for a root cause for the crisis is unlikely to be successful as there are probably several sources and that they will be complex. But the present fragmented approach will not carry much weight, hence his call for synthesis. He sees the way forward as a coming together in an effort to identify and use the insights from both approaches. There is some will towards this: he quotes the attempts of reconciliation of views between Foreman and Bookchin, and of social ecologists Joel Kovel and George Bradford looking to integrate into their own work the greater emphasis, in the deep ecologists’ philosophy, on the concern for the alienation of humans and nature. 

His final advice is to respond to what needs to be done to address the current crisis, and no longer be distracted by what may be more major matters in less pressing times:

The challenge for radical environemental thinkers is to continue this exploration, not with the intention of determining some essential root cause but with the goal of providing a fuller assessment of the related, complex, and multiple origins of the diverse environmental problems that we face. The challenge is to provide ecological activists … with a much sought-after ‘integrated and coherent perspective’.

(Ellis, 1995, p.268)

I follow Ellis’s line in my conclusion – to assess the differences between the two approaches in the shadow of an environmental crisis, and to try to find common ground for the way ahead.

6
Conclusion

The resolution of the crisis for deep ecologists lies within people themselves, through the development of an ecological consciousness. For social ecologists the hierarchical structures within society need to be removed to free people of the exploitation and psychological manipulation. People’s natural sociabilities and cooperativeness will then be enabled to treat other humans and the rest of nature with due respect.

However, for both approaches, the development of society and consciousness could continue simultaneously. There seems no reason to consider them as incompatible, and certainly not incompatible with both sides uniting to challenge some destructive practices proposed in the here and now by the capitalist economic edifice that they both claim to despise. With regard to any action needed, say to allow major road construction to be developed in an area of natural beauty during the coming year, the difference between them seems barely relevant.

So the next thing to consider is how far do the differences between the two approaches need to influence or be given vent in the short-term arguments. This is not the same as saying that major principles can be dislocated from their appropriate place in the approaches; we have to recognize that they are intrinsic to the two views. Perhaps there is an argument (and this is mine) for a transition period in which the prevailing practices and Western worldview can be opposed in ways appropriate to each approach in a united way. This is an argument for the recognition that the crisis is sufficiently urgent for both sides to strive to find common ground, and to acknowledge that the most pressing issue is not the resolving of all their differences but the addressing of the environmental issues that we face in the most effective way possible. 

That may mean direct action, persuasion through political or other channels, or conversion by bearing witness, or any other approach, even if this must be in the relatively short-term. I would argue that none of the approaches in this respect is mutually exclusive – in fact, that they are all necessary in making an appeal to as wide a populace as possible with as wide an agenda as possible. This surely is very much in keeping with the principles of diversity, complexity, and so on, that both sides extol. In the short-term, the natural world will either be destroyed or it will be saved. If it is to be the latter then at least that will allow the opportunity for further potential to be developed for first and second nature, indeed the whole biosphere.

Social ecology and deep ecology can provide complementary stances, supporting and strengthening each other’s positions. This may prove to be needed in any transition stage in relaxing the strangle-hold that big business and the capitalist market has on society and nature today. But perhaps the resolution may be that we will all evolve in the process and if we cannot agree among ourselves we may finally at least agree to hand over the care of future society and nature to a free and future generation to carry on as they see fit. 

I would argue that this is a lifetime’s task for us and that it will be the task of a few generations hence who will have to consider how their future fulfilment and potential may be resolved. They may find more common ground in the most fundamental of the principles – or they may seek new ground unbeknown to us. The best legacy that we can leave to them is a world of freedom in which they see themselves as free to choose while being part of a very wonderful natural creation, and one that comes with responsibilities. 

How they then discharge those responsibilities – how they give expression to their self-potential – is up to them. That seems to me to be one of the most appropriate contributions that any – and all – of us can make to the environmental crisis.
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Appendix: Problems associated with centralization

Power, domination and hierarchy are entrenched in the current capitalist system, in particular through its centralization in political and economic spheres.

Centralization in the form of urban conglomeration and industralization is ecologically harmful because it:

– makes invisible to the consumer the derivation of commodities from the resources used to produce them; it causes alienation, the attitude of ‘other’ to a nature that is somewhere out there and unfamiliar, and associated with this it increases antagonism between town and country

– it treats nature as an industrial resource, as a commodity (depletion, domination)

– centralization of industries and factories usually entails very tedious work, and like bureaucracy, depersonalizes and homogenizes, and allows for no creativity

– shopping and other modern centres become the social centres but are on a huge scale with commodities far more prominent than staff and any other personal touches, and so are denatured, unreal worlds

– the excessive bureaucracy (identifying people by data on forms, etc) depersonalizes, homogenizes and makes no accommodation for spontaneity

– cities sprawl and spread, taking up large areas of land

– technology is often used on a huge scale; characterized by the inorganic replacing the organic

– cities/industries cause excessive pollution 

Economic centralization in the power of the market is ecologically harmful because

– it exists for, and thrives best on, limitless consumption

– to ensure its continued existence it has to ensure there is limitless demand, so promotes false wants

– it does not differentiate between the use of renewable and non-renewable resources per se

Institutions of the state are centralized and heavily bureacratized and disempower people, such that they cannot contribute as active citizens, and tend to become apathetic, which is reflected on a lack of care for either human or nonhuman (domination, manipulation)


A brief summary of the problems associated with centralization, a major instrument in the realization of domination and hierarchy in society, as articulated by Bookchin. Deep ecologists would largely agree.
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