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ABSTRACT
This thesis explores the contemporary environmental movement termed deep
ecology. Deep ecologists attempt to understand rood causes of the present environmental
crisis by investigating values and beliefs that Western industrial nations hold about human
relationships to nature. Deep ecologists envision a future society based on egocentrism
rather than an anthropocentric orientation. The lifestyles they endeavor to create and
propagate are based on the belief that all living things are intrinsically valuable. Deep
ecologists borrow ideas from religious traditions around the world expressing parallel
notions about the value of non-human life. This thesis will investigate the contributions
of two of these traditions, Taoism and Transcendentalism. The paper will also include
ethnographic examples of deep ecology living derived from the field experience of the
author.

There will be a discussion of deep ecology's relevance to ecological

anthropology, to understand the potential impacts that both disciplines can have on each
other.

5

INTRODUCTION
A number of years ago in an environmental ethics class in college, I encountered
the concept of deep ecology. I learned that deep ecologists were people who lived what
is commonly known as a "back to the land" lifestyle in an effort to attain economic
self-reliance with regard to food and energy production, using organic farming techniques
and human or animal powered machinery. In so doing, deep ecologists could exonerate
themselves from the environmental degradation incurred through participation in "a
system" that wreaked havoc on nature, through agricultural and energy extraction and use
processes. For deep ecologists, "The system" refers to those institutions that arise from
and perpetuate a technological and anthropocentrically oriented view of the world. Deep
ecologists believe that the exploitation of nature is the result of actions arising out of this
orientation. Because exploitation to the point of degradation is the norm, deep ecologists
consider this system of institutions and behaviors to be a "dominant position". The word
"position" refers to the societal organization of values, beliefs and behaviors conducted
within this technologically and anthropocentrically oriented view of the human place in
nature.
The above information constituted the extent of our investigation into deep
ecology in that class. Deep ecology was not considered a viable path toward affecting
large scale change, however, because deep ecologists were viewed as extremists, falsely
believing that they were affecting change from outside "the system", yet actually
contributing to the perpetuation of certain components of the system. For instance, some

6

deep ecologists support a return to barter rather than a cash economy, and deplore the
concept of land ownership. Simultaneously, however, those living a back-to-the-land
lifestyle are living on private property that they purchased with cash. In addition to these
contradictions, the deep ecology lifestyle is not one which would be appealing to the
majority of Americans, even those concerned with the state of the environment.
Despite this pejorative critique, I maintained an interest in deep ecology. I still did
not fully understand what deep ecology entailed, and I was curious about a number of
issues about the movement that the above brief description raises. First, what were the
origins of the term and the movement? Second, on what grounds did ethicists condemn
deep ecology, other than their "separatist" stance? In other words, what were the
distinctions between an environmental ethics approach toward affecting

behavioral

change versus a deep ecological approach? Third, what was the deep ecological critique
of "the system"? What actually comprised this system according to deep ecologists? And,
fourth, how did deep ecologists understand the viability of the system they envisioned,
in contrast to the larger American society they condemned? Of course to answer these
questions I would have to take a much more detailed look at the literature produced by
deep ecologists.
Six years later, I have had the opportunity to review some of this literature. I
have come to understand that deep ecology is an environmental movement that draws on
a multitude of disciplines to proliferate the notion of an ecocentric universe. In such a
universe, all living things possess intrinsic value, and are interconnected. The sciences
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of ecology, toxicology, and biology have been central to the deep ecological emphasis on
the interdependence of life forms on earth.

The teachings of numerous religious

philosophies have also contributed to the deep ecological understanding of the human
place in nature, and ideas about how humans should relate to the world around them.
Deep ecology covers a wide spectrum of ideas and ideals addressing a future vision of
societies around the world, and their relationships with nature. While the literature has
contributed significantly to my understanding of deep ecological thought, there have been
other areas of contribution.
Also during those six years between my first encounter with deep ecology, and my
present research, I have had the opportunity to live on a self-reliant farm on Orcas island,
Washington, with a group of people who see parallels between the values they hold and
channel into their way of life, and deep ecological ideals. Only two years ago, one of the
farm members asked me if I had heard of the deep ecology movement. We had never
discussed deep ecology, and I was not even aware of her familiarity with the term. She
had recently encountered some writing on the subject, and, in our discussion stated that
she saw similarities between the lifestyle she had created and the

values of deep

ecologists. That was the extent of our conversation. However, in retrospect, and after
reading about deep ecology, I have drawn from my experiences on the farm as valuable
illustrations of aspects of deep ecology living. It is important to point out early in the
paper, however, that the theoretical discussions of deep ecology should not be equated
with the beliefs of the farm members, except where I explicitly draw correlations. The
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same holds true for my criticism of deep ecology that appears in the final section and
conclusions.
There are a number of goals I would like to accomplish in writing a thesis on deep
ecology. First, I will provide a more detailed definition of deep ecology as I explain the
origins of the concept and the movement. To this point, I have referred to deep ecology
as a political movement, a lifestyle and a path toward a future vision of society. The
future vision involves beliefs and values about fundamental philosophical questions
pertaining to the human place in the cosmos. The political movement and lifestyle
address behavior deemed necessary to maintain relationships between the living and
non-living environment that comprises the deep ecological sense of

balance, or

"harmony" in nature. Together, deep ecologists refer to these three components as the
"minority tradition". Conveying the qualities of this tradition, the elements of balance,
how it can be created and sustained, comprises the primary purview of deep ecology.
As a second goal, I will focus on one particular area of deep ecological thought
pertaining to the relationship that humans develop with the natural environment. The
discussion will center on branch of deep ecological thinking known as ecosophv. The
term ecosophy refers to the individual relationships that people cultivate with nature, a
relationship that is continually being elaborated on throughout one's life.

The

formulations of ecosophies are at the heart of the deep ecological approach to life, serving
as tools for individual value creation.

Ecosophies are the emotional and spiritual

foundations for the construction of a future sustainable society. The qualities of the
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minority tradition cannot be attained, according to deep ecologists, without the
development of ecosophical relationships.

While the term ecosophy is part of a

vocabulary specific to deep ecology, the idea of humans developing relationships with
nature is not unique to the movement. Deep ecologists are well aware of this. Further,
they are concerned with documenting the sources that have contributed to their own
ideals about this relationship.
Because the deep ecological understanding of this relationship has evolved from
the contributions of many religious philosophies, I will, third, explore how two of these
systems of thought, Taoist beliefs of China in 500 B.C., and the 19th century American
Transcendentalist views, have added to deep ecological views of the human relationship
with the environment. I have chosen to expound on these systems of thought in particular
because of their direct influence and relevance to the deep ecological notion of ecosophy.
After the investigation of Taoist and Transcendental philosophy, the notion of
ecosophy should be clear. I will then, fourth, provide some examples of ecosophical aims
and experiences derived from the time I spent on the farm in Washington. I believe
these examples are important because they will allow the reader to partake in the personal
nature of the idea of ecosophy. While the explications of Taoist and Transcendental
views will contribute to an understanding of ecosophy in the abstract, ecosophies
themselves are not abstract, but grounded in feelings and made manifest in behavior.
Fifth, I will explore the potential contributions as well as the limitations of deep
ecology in its efforts to create an alternative society.

I will first address the

10

aforementioned critique by environmental ethicists, as well as some points of
commonality between the two. This discussion will create a foundation for the actual
focus of this section, which is to consider deep ecology within a larger context of the
world environmental crisis.
I am writing at a time when human societies must work cooperatively to overcome
the ensuing environmental crisis (Brown 1990). As an anthropologist, I believe that
anthropology can contribute an important perspective to this process, but that this
perspective can be further enhanced through the contributions of deep ecology. Deep
ecology is specifically relevant to ecological anthropology, the area of anthropology
addressing questions of human adaptations to the environments in which they live.
Through an emphasis on value creation through ecosophies, deep ecologists have
generated a fundamentally different approach to understanding the human response to
environmental stress from that of ecological anthropologists. Simultaneously, ecological
anthropologists,

development anthropologists

and

cultural

anthropologists

have

emphasized areas of research that can contribute important insights to deep ecology.
Writing as a cultural anthropologist, it is my aim to depict as much as possible, the emic
or "native's point of view", which in this case is the deep ecological understanding of the
human relationship to nature, and how humans should relate to nature based on this
understanding.

Nonetheless, it is also part of the anthropologists purview to step

backward and contribute the insights of an etic, or outside perspective. Deep ecology
contains many inconsistencies and limitations which I will underline in my effort to
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provide this angle of anthropological analysis.

12

THE ROOTS OF DEEP ECOLOGY
The analytical error of contemporary man
is that he has not understood in religious
terms the meaning of what he has already
accomplished by revealing the world of
sensory perceptions. In seeking the ultimate
answer to the meaning of existence, that is,
reading God's mind, as early scientists considered
their work, modern man has foreclosed the
possibility of experiencing life in favor of
explaining it. Even in explaining the world,
however, Western man has misunderstood it.
Vine Deloria God is Red

Let your life be a friction against the machine.
Henry David Thoreau
The term "deep ecology" was coined by the Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess
in his 1973 article "The Shallow and the Deep, Long Range Ecology Movements"
(Devall, Sessions 1985: 74). In speaking of the shallow ecological movement, Naess
refers to those activists who are committed to the fight against pollution and resource
depletion, with their central aim being the health of humans through the health of the
planet (Naess 1989: 5). In contrast, the depth of the deep ecology movement stems from
a rejection of this human-centered incentive toward achieving ecological well-being.
While the concern for human health, a desire to reduce pollution levels, and the aim to
both minimize and conduct less destructive methods of resource extraction (e.g. clear
cutting forests) are values of deep ecologists, deep ecologists aim not only for reduction
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and alteration of methods, but for ending a majority of production processes that yield
pollutants and demand resource extraction in the first place. The shallow method is
viewed by deep ecologists as either putting a patch on the wounds of environmental
destruction, or creating less abrasive wounds, but the wounds remain, nonetheless.
In order to avoid such environmental destruction, deep ecologists call for an
analysis of the root causes of the environmental crisis.

This occurs through an

investigation not only of those actions that have resulted in ecological degradation, but
through an attempt to understand the values about the human relationship to nature that
allow for such destructive processes to occur. It is here that the critique of the dominant
position of Western industrial nations becomes an important source of such information.
Through this critique, deep ecologists have developed their own view of the human place
in nature. It is this view that contributes to the second reason for the "depth" of deep
ecology.
Deep ecology conceives of an ecocentric universe, in which all life forms are
endowed with intrinsic value. This means that human needs are not considered the most
significant needs on the planet. Deep ecologists maintain that many of the behaviors that
are contributing to environmental catastrophe are the result of the focus on human needs
above the needs of other life forms.

Deep ecologists believe that all life forms are

entitled to flourish, and it is not within the realm of human decision-making to determine
the fate of these life forms. This view does not deny that human survival depends on
some killing, exploitation and suppression of non-human life (Naess 1989: 28), and that

various cultural groups will attain these necessities through a variety of routes. The
emphasis, however, is on attaining needs and not indulging in over-exploitation. What
actually constitutes over-exploitation is a difficult and controversial issue for critics of
deep ecology, (Foley 1989), because deep ecologists leave this decision open to the
evaluation of various cultural groups. It is not appropriate here however, to diverge into
a discussion of this controversy. Instead, I will look more closely at the deep ecological
interpretation of the dominant position, and compare this to their own alternative
position. Again, I would like to restate that the term "position" refers to those values,
beliefs and behaviors reflected in societal institutions. The comparison thus involves a
value judgement on the part of deep ecologists of the present society in contrast to their
vision of a future, ecocentric society, in which all of life on earth is intrinsically valuable.
A critique of the dominant position is offered by deep ecologists George Sessions
and Bill Devall in their book Deep Ecology: Living as if Nature Mattered (1985). They
describe the dominant position by offering a list of qualities depicting the nature of
government, social organization, religion and the views of nature that they believe
characterize Western industrial nations. These qualities include: central, secular authority,
large communities; bureaucracy; a police force as the body of law enforcement; an
emphasis on individualism whereby the needs of the individual predominate over the
attainment of a common good; relationships both personal and business dominated by
competition; perceiving progress as increasing production and consumption; sacred ritual
monopolized by the church; nature perceived as both data and resource; and citizenship
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of the community defined narrowly only to include human beings. This characterization
is contrasted with the deep ecological vision, a vision they see as ecotopian.
ecotopian society is also termed the minority tradition.

The

Initially, it might appear

contradictory for a vision of the future to be referred to as a tradition. Deep ecologists
however, have modeled their vision from the ideas and practices of past communities
throughout the world, isolating ideals and reincorporating them into their vision of the
future society. This ecotopia therefore represents a diversity of traditions in combination
with contemporary scientific knowledge about ecosystems, and the impact of human
behavior on ecosystems. As such, the deep ecology ecotopia has never existed as a whole.
The explication of the minority tradition is an attempt on the part of deep ecologists to
draw together commonalities fundamental to the evolution of an ecocentric society.
Qualities ascribed to the minority tradition with regard to governing capacity
include non-hierarchical government structure; small scale communities which exercise
local autonomy in decision-making; and self-responsibility rather than the dependence on
institutions to address and enact services.

For example, people should assume

responsibility for initiating recycling efforts, rather than to await legislation that enforces
recycling by instituting penalties.

The next quality of the ecotopian community,

leadership by example, also depends on individual responsibility.

However,

self-motivated activity that is aimed to achieve an ecologically-oriented community also
requires mutual aid, and helping others. But, instead of helping others achieve
the goals that the dominant society views as progressive: continual production and
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consumption-individuals must strive for simplicity of wants, and frugality of material
goods (ibid: 19). Success and happiness are thus no longer determined by the amount of
goods people acquire. In the future society, time that used to be spent accumulating
possessions in the dominant society would instead be spent creatively.
To achieve this goal, deep ecologists contend that appropriate behaviors will
depend on both self-responsibility, and on community enforcement through participation
in ritual, rather than on police enforcement. Because people will not focus on material
acquisitions as a primary endeavor, and because the efforts involved in living ecologically
require conscientious behavior, a respect for spiritual mentors is deemed significant. Deep
ecologists understand ecological living not only as a necessity for the preservation of life
(a material necessity) but a spiritual one as well. The belief in the intrinsic value of
human and non-human life is a religious one, reinforced through community ritual (ibid:
19). The reasons why such a belief can be characterized as religious will be explored in
the following section on ecosophy; and, the component of sacred ritual designed to
reinforce such beliefs will be addressed in the ethnographic examples of life on the deep
ecology farm. At this point, however, three more traits of the minority tradition deserve
analysis.
In addition to the importance of mutual aid, community ritual and a fundamental
common belief in the intrinsic value of life forms, deep ecologists underline the
significance of cultivating tolerance of views, and various "approaches to being" (Naess
1989).

The commonality of the above values does not exclude diversity in cultural

17

practices, or even of religious conviction. The mere fact that the minority tradition itself
is an amalgamation of many traditions exemplifies this ideal.
The two remaining qualities necessary for achieving an ecocentric society serve
as helpful examples for demonstrating that it is possible for common themes and diversity
of belief to co-exist. Deep ecologists call for both a more open communication with
nature than that which presently exists in the dominant society, and an expansion of the
notion of community to include animals and plants. Open communication with nature is
meaningless unless one concedes a relationship with nature. Through the development
of this relationship, various forms of communication arise.

It is this variety that

represents the diversity; however, it is the criteria of the relationship as a commonality
that permit variation. These criteria involve respect and love for nature. With respect
and love serving as foundations, variation does not pose a threat of exploitation, but
instead offers alternative solutions to environmental stress (ibid: 5, 200).
The final quality of the minority tradition, the expansion of the community to
include animals and plants also exhibits the co-existence of commonality and diversity.
Actually, the notion of developing relationships and communication with nature is a
prerequisite for this idea of community.

Communities, particularly the small scale

communities necessary for ecological living, consist of patterns of relationships.
Community goals are achieved through the communication and mutual respect that are
part of relationships. One element of mutual respect is the quality of egalitarian
relationships or non-hierarchy, the first trait in the minority tradition mentioned above.
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By including plants and animals within the bounds of the community, the traditional
Western biological notion of taxonomic hierarchy (or The Great Chain of Being) by
which humans are considered at the apex of evolutionary development and other animals
and plants viewed as lower life forms is no longer viable. Deep ecologists refer to this
new concept as "biospheric egalitarianism" (ibid: 28).
The above portrait of the minority tradition represents the ecotopian or visionary
dimension to deep ecological thought.

Although this dimension is an ideal, deep

ecologists consider idealistic thinking as a critical step toward actualization. The process
of conceiving a minority tradition has involved, on the part of deep ecologists, the close
analysis of societies that have developed the goals of living in some kind of balance, or
sustainable relationship with the rest of nature. Since present societies are so far removed
from this state of existence, as the dominant position indicates, it is not possible to
suddenly attain a state of sustainable living without first understanding what the
components of sustainable living involve. The development of the traits in the minority
tradition represent the successful accomplishment of this step (Sessions, Devall 1985:162).
Deep ecologists thus contend that they conceptually understand the components
of sustainable societies. They have gone a few steps further, however, Arne Naess has
taken what he considers the second step toward achieving a sustainable society through
the presentation of his Deep Ecology Platform. The platform consists of eight tenets. The
tenets stand for the transformation of minority tradition qualities into facts or truths about
the reality of a sustainable earth. The platform proceeds as follows:
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Deep Ecology Platform
1)Human and non-human life has inherent value: the value of non-human life forms is
independent of the usefulness of the non-human world for human purposes.
2)The richness and diversity of life forms are values in themselves and contribute to the
flourishing of human and non-human life on earth.
3)Humans have no right to reduce this diversity except to satisfy vital needs.
4)A decrease in human population will lead to the flourishing of human life and culture.
5)Present human interference with the non-human world is excessive and the situation is
rapidly worsening.
6)Policies must therefore be changed. Changes will effect basic economic, technological
and ideological structures.
7)Ideological change is primarily that of appreciating life quality (dwelling in situations
of inherent value) rather than adhering to an increasingly higher standard of living.
8)Those who subscribe to the above points have an obligation directly or indirectly to
participate in the attempt to implement the necessary change (Naess 1985:129,
1989:28-30).
An elaboration on the above points will elucidate the connection between the
ideals of the minority tradition and the process of attaining that tradition. The first point
underlines the most significant assumption of deep ecology, the intrinsic worth of all
living things. From this assumption, the ideas of biospheric egalitarianism, tolerance of
views, open communication with nature, and an inclusion of animals and plants in the

- -
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community follow syllologically, creating the need for heightened preservation and
conservation efforts (ibid:130).
The second tenet clarifies the meaning of intrinsic value, by upholding the
qualities of richness and diversity. The quality of richness refers partially to abundance,
but it is more than this. For deep ecologists the use of the adjective, "richness" is
symbolic of appreciating variation on an emotional level.

This implies that deep

ecologists have instilled nature with value, according to their sense of its worth.
Considered etically, the "richness" or goodness of nature is a teleological argument, since
nature itself is free of values.

The deep ecological view would contest this point,

however, claiming that the statement "nature is free of values" is also a value judgement.
According to deep ecological beliefs the richness of nature exemplifies an objective
reality existing outside of human values. The environmental problems incurred through
the obliteration of diversity is evidence of a physical richness destroyed, and replaced
with emotional and mental poverty. The poverty felt when those ecosophical relationships
are no longer possible.
The third tenet, that humans have no right to reduce diversity except to satisfy
vital needs, is controversial because of the ambiguity of "vital needs".

For deep

ecologists to claim a definition of vital needs, however, would run contrary to their
values

of

diversity,

individual

responsibility

and

community

autonomy

in

decision-making. Communities must determine the parameters of these needs according
to available resources, population size, cultural differences. However, setting aside this
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ambiguity, and assuming that a definition can be arrived at, the idea that humans have no
right to reduce diversity is a direct consequence of the inherent value of non-human life.
Humans do not have the right to make distinctions between the value and worth of living
things. To do so is to conform to the dominant position's hierarchical taxonomy rather
than to support non-hierarchy or biospheric egalitarianism. Because all of life depends
on other life for its survival, however, this principle does not exclude some killing.
Beyond this, humans are involved in destruction that threatens all of life.
The fourth point claims that a reduction in human population will contribute to the
flourishing of human life and culture.

This statement indicates the deep ecological

contention that the earth's human population is already beyond carrying capacity. While
scientists and "shallow environmentalists" devise plans for an earth with 11 billion human
inhabitants by the beginning of the next century, deep ecologists refuse to partake in such
a process. People of the dominant position believe that technological breakthroughs in
bioengineering research will render food and other "resources" available to a population
of that size. This notion is contrary to deep ecological thought. First, deep ecologists
share the opinions of anti-biotechnology activist Jeremy Rifkin (1983) in their
philosophical condemnation of the practice. While genetic manipulation is a part of all
agriculture, the degree of manipulation involved in biotechnology extends beyond the
rights of humans. The deep ecological explanation here is parallel to the reasons for
reducing resource extraction only to fulfill vital needs. Intrinsic worth and biospheric
egalitarianism are violated through bioengineering experiments. While manipulation is
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moral at the level of organic agriculture, it is not at the complex level of bioengineering.
Politically, though, the issues involved in the research, whereby large corporations control
genetic resources, limits any efforts toward local autonomy and individual responsibility.
Significant decisions about human and non-human life are relegated to a few people of
power, rather than dispersed throughout communities.
Such decision-making about human and non-human life on a community scale is
only viable with a reduction in the human population. The alternative, placing faith in
hard technology to fulfill not only the vital needs, but the extravagant lifestyles of
Western nations, assumes that biotechnology will be successful. Growing populations
require increasing energy needs as well as food needs, and the rapid rate of resource
depletion and resultant species extinction is proof for deep ecologists that already, these
needs cannot be fulfilled. Even the political issues surrounding global food distribution
do not sway this view of population reduction, because the agricultural methods employed
in creating such vast quantities are harmful to the soil, the air and to other life forms.
The fifth tenet, that present human interference with the non-human world is
excessive, and that the situation is rapidly worsening, supports the above view of
population reduction. While Western nations are not relegating their use of other life only
to satisfy vital needs, populations in the so called third world nations are also involved
in excessive interference with the non-human world, to strive often in vain to attain a
level of vital need satisfaction.
The sixth tenet, that policies must be changed, stems directly as a conclusion from

23

the above points, and the ensuing policies will effect basic economic, technological and
ideological structures. In other words, those institutions that permit such destruction are
operating on the anthropocentric premise of the dominant position. This ideology about
how human life is related to non-human life is reflected in problem solving techniques,
exemplified by bioengineering. Only a human-centered view of the world could support
the genetic manipulation as it proceeds under such technology.

Thus, the classical

economics view that economics and environmental issues are in conflict would be
eradicated, and replaced with a new structure of ideas that force human economic pursuits
to be constrained by the limits of ecosystems.
The seventh tenet addresses in greater detail the issue of ideological transformation
that would occur through policy changes. The predominating ideology of "dwelling in
situations of inherent value" would replace the dominant position's ideology of progress
measured by continual increases in gross national product. Dwelling in situations of
inherent value means adhering to the creation of ecosophies. By developing ecosophies,
people are subscribing to the above seven tenets, and fulfilling their obligation to partake
in the transformation, tenet eight. Participation can occur on many levels, through for
example, individual behavior with regard to production and consumption, through policies
that ban the creation of products that produce toxic wastes, through

national

transformation of large-scale mechanized agriculture, or through applications of research
to appropriate technology, rather than to biotechnology.

The efforts to implement

minority tradition qualities on a grand scale, so that multiple levels of change occur

simultaneously, is unlikely however, without first cultivating a new understanding of the
human relationship to nature. This new understanding is, of course, the ecocentric view,
dwelling in situations of inherent value, and developing a personal relationship with
nature. Ecosophies are the most critical mode of participation in the transformation. The
next section will investigate in greater detail, the meaning of ecosophy and the process
of self-realization involved in the development of that relationship.
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ECOSOPHY
This section considers the importance of ecosophies in the transition from a
society governed by the dominant position to one following minority tradition guidelines.
I will explore the relationship between ecosophy and the intrinsic value of life forms,
demonstrating how intrinsic value can be considered a religious belief.
The idea that humans can actually develop bilateral relationships with the
non-human world is bizarre to adherents of the dominant position. There exist many
examples throughout history, however, that demonstrate an array of such relationships.
Many of these relationships are situated within cultural contexts, such as the Navajo belief
in the Holy People, the Hopi belief in Kachinas, or the Greek and Roman pantheon of
deities. Because the dominant position views nature as depersonalized, inanimate, (nature
as a resource or as a tool for science), the idea of a relationship as interaction is an
illogical one.
While deep ecologists do not dictate the nature of these relationships, because this
would be another violation of diversity and individual and community autonomy, they
do attempt to undermine the dominant position's view.

They begin this process by

drawing on a fundamental principle of ecology: all things are interdependent (Lang 1989:
5). The idea of interdependence, or symbiosis, is that all partners in a relationship are
enriched through the relationship (Naess 1989: 203). The claim that the richness and
diversity of life forms contribute to the flourishing of human and non-human life, the
second point in the platform, is therefore a legitimation of the value of ecosophy.
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Interdependence is a fact, and variation in nature yields multiple expressions of
interdependence, or, many types of relationships. Yet, underlying this multiplicity of
expression there exists a commonality within all ecosophies. This commonality is the
idea of nature as self (Wittbecker 1989: 77).
The idea of nature as self is expounded upon by Alan Wittbecker in his article
"Nature as Self" (1989). Here, biological and ecological principles of interdependence
serve as the foundation for the idea of relationships with nature. He states: "Our bodies
contain the ashes of stars, human cell structure is shared with trees; we share our bodies
with bacteria, fungus, insects, many of which are beneficial...our bodies are living
communities..we are indissolubly one with nature" (ibid: 79). People of the dominant
position have "mistakenly concluded that our skin is the boundary to ourselves" (ibid: 79).
This false boundary has been incorrectly fostered by the dominant position's emphasis on
individualism.

On the other hand, the minority tradition's vision of expanding the

boundaries of the community to include plants and animals signifies first, an acceptance
of interdependence, and second, the effort to shape human communities according to the
guidelines of nature. This is an example of ecocentrism.
Accepting the idea that our skin is not the boundary of ourselves is the fist step
in developing an ecosophy. According to Naess, this acknowledgement comprises the act
of Self-realization.

Self-realization begins the transformation that individuals must

undergo as they set aside their egos and develop the compassion necessary for the
formulation of a relationship. Compassion develops as the expansion of the self, defined
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by ego, transforms into a Self that recognizes the interdependence and unity of life on an
intellectual as well as emotional level. It is at this point that the notion of intrinsic value
gains viability.
The concept of intrinsic value with regard to human life is not difficult for people
of the dominant position to perceive. When this value is extended to other life forms,
however, people of the dominant position have difficulty with the concept because they
are approaching the world from a human-centered, hierarchical understanding of the order
of living things. In the process of self-realization, however, traditional Western notions
of hierarchy are replaced in favor of biocentric egalitarianism. At the same time, the self
is transformed into Self, in which an individual transcends the physical boundaries of the
body as a marker of self-love. In mind and spirit, the individual self is extended to
include all of life forms so the Self identifies with all of nature. Inherent value can then
be extended beyond the human race.
The entire process rests on the acceptance of the value of interdependence. It is
here that the religious element enters into deep ecological thought. While science has
contributed to our understanding of interdependence and diversity, people cannot
conceive of the entirety of this interdependence. They must therefore have faith in the
vision of the world as an interconnected web of life, to use a common metaphor. Naess
speaks of the application of gestalt-intuition as tool of perception that can contribute to
apprehension of this vision. This means that individuals must feel that they understand
the principles of interrelatedness and interdependence that underlie the intellectual or

28

scientific understanding of the whole. Therefore, because the comprehension of all of
these parts and their interconnections is beyond the mental grasp of any individual, people
instead sense the whole and their part within it. It is this feeling about the whole that
comprises gestalt-intuition.
Two important processes are thus involved in developing ecosophical relationships.
Both involve self-realization, the transformation of an ego-bound self to a wider Self. The
first process, however, involves coming into an awareness of interrelationships on the
level of gestalt intuition. When these relationships are realized, old notions of nature as
a resource are dispelled, and the value of intrinsic worth replaces the idea of using nature
for human purposes. This level of recognition, (it can even be considered enlightenment)
must be perpetuated, because the feeling of understanding and being a part of the whole
must become integral to a person's outlook, rather than a momentary "I see" experience.
A ritual practice is necessary to perpetuate this feeling, and it is this practice that
comprises the second stage.
I have earlier referred to ecosophical relationships as continual processes of
development, rather than as a synchronic event. It is through various forms of practice,
therefore, that the relationship evolves and the gestalt intuition about interdependence and
interrelatedness become part of daily thinking. When this happens, people can make
changes in their lifestyles that constitute a move in the direction of the minority tradition.
People will consider simplicity and frugality above over-consumption. They will begin
to assume roles of self-responsibility, and leadership by example; and the survival of the
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community will take precedence over the survival of individuals.
In the following section, I would like to provide illustrations of both stages in the
development of ecosophies. The first example is a description of my own perceptions of
a winter on the farm in Washington. Through this description, I would like to convey the
feeling of interrelationships and the connection to the surrounding environment that I
perceived in others and acquired myself while living there. The second example depicts
the practice component of ecosophical relationships, through an illustration of a sauna
ritual that occurred almost every Sunday during that first winter I lived there.

GESTALT-INTUITION
It is November on Orcas island, Washington. The heavy, persistent rains drench
the soil, emanating sweet smells, and dank smells, as leaves and fallen logs deteriorate
into the soil. I spend most of the day on the farm, inside, listening to the sound of rain
beating constantly on the wooden roof of the handmade house. There is not a lot to do
outside. Most of the garden has already been mulched or planted over in cover-crops for
the approaching winter.

Only a few root crops, cabbage, cauliflower, parsnips and

potatoes remain in the ground. We will slowly harvest these sole sources of fresh food
throughout the winter. It's not that it is impossible to buy fresh vegetables from the
stores on the island. But Marc, who owns the farm has chosen to live as self-sustainabley
as possible. We buy very little. On the farm we grow all our vegetables; meat comes
from the sheep; milk from the goats. We buy grains to make bread, but the process of
bread making is long and involved since the grains must be ground in a mill to make
flour. Before the loaves or anything else is cooked, wood must be chopped to fire up
the cook stove.
In the morning, we drive the pick-up truck to the woodlot behind the farm, to
gather firewood. Although it is difficult physical work, dragging logs, loading the track,
and chopping wood, often in pouring rain, I am glad for the exercise, because I spend so
much time inside.
Sometimes I go for walks, after a good portion of the indoor work is finished. In
addition to gathering wood, winter activities consist of drying fruits and vegetables,
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spinning wool, tanning hides, reading, basket weaving, or making dried flower bouquets
for sale at local stores and restaurants. Occasionally, island people come to the house to
buy the bouquets; they are famous on the island, and people (including myself) crave
brightness and color during these purple-gray days. The flowers stand out vibrantly
against the dark winter colors.
When I walk, I can hear the constant sound of the waves crashing against the
rocky shoreline. If I walk near the coast, the smells of seaweed and salt fill the air.
Sometimes I walk in the woods. The ground is drenched, and the sounds of bird calls
are muffled against the rain. Mud is everywhere; mountain streams gush. I can't stay
outside for too long, because the dampness reaches beneath my raincoat and wool clothes.
Now that I've had my fill of outdoor air, I look forward to returning to the warm house.
It no longer seems claustrophobic, but cozy.
When I get back, people are drinking yarrow and sage tea, sitting around and
talking. Marc says that he feels the cool northeastern winds starting to blow. He says that
they can get harsh, bringing severe winter storms. It's important to drink a lot of tea now
to ward off colds. Yarrow is particularly special for Marc, partly for its properties as a
decongestant, but also because he uses yarrow stalks to throw the I-Ching. I always felt
that yarrow had some sort of personal value for him, and it is these kinds of associations
that people on the farm had which made me conscious of the existence of personal
relationships with other living things. There was a process of identification, by which
people extended their ego-bound identity to include the rest of nature, which was part of
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the self-realization leading to ecosophies and the belief in intrinsic worth.
I get a cup of tea, and join the group. They are talking about birds. Someone is
speaking cynically about how Americans think that the eagle is the greatest of birds. He
denounces the idea of "rating" birds.

Even the tiniest hummingbird has it's own

greatness. I notice that our conversations frequently denounce the views of "American
society". Topics range from condemnation of energy consumption levels, food growing
techniques, the junk foods people eat or even the illusion of healthy food, poisoned by
pesticides.

We condemn the abuse of wild lands, and criticize people who drive

Winnebagos into the wilderness and think they are experiencing the outdoors. I have
frequently heard farm members disparaging children who lead an "indoor" life,
surrounded by man made things rather than being outdoors and coming to appreciate
nature. As we talk, the northeastern winds pick up, and whistle through cracks in the
walls.
I start to think about the northeastern winds and the possibility of a harsh winter.
Every day the winds get stronger and the temperatures drop. The rains diminish and the
ground hardens. The animals, particularly the goats seem restless. The mornings are
cold, and whoever wakes up first lights the heat stove. Now, we cook on top of the heat
stove and do not fire up the cook stove, in order to conserve the wood supply.
One night, I am woken up by a storm raging outside. Branches are snapping, and
it is bitter cold. It's hard not to feel afraid. Luckily, when Marc built the house, he
cleared the big trees in close proximity. I fall back to an uncomfortable sleep. In the
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morning, everything is frozen over, and snow is whipping through the air. For the next
three weeks, we rarely leave the house. There are times during these weeks that I think
I might go crazy. We are isolated and housebound. Often though, I feel relieved that we
have supplies stocked right in the house, because a trip to town is out of the question.
The half mile driveway to the road is impossible to traverse, let alone drive.
During this time, when we are at the mercy of the weather, I feel a strange sense
of excitement. It is strange because things are dying around us, no reason to feel a thrill.
Nonetheless, I feel a sense of peace knowing that weather conditions our lives. It reminds
me that human beings do not control everything. We must huddle and wait out the storm,
like everything else. I think of how Americans talk about the weather when they are
making small-talk, and how this is often condemned by intellectuals, or people who
regard the weather as trivial. I actually had been one of those people. During this period,
however, and feeling how the storm played a large role in my own activities, and on the
life around me, my perspective changed. We could not separate our lives either from
days of pouring rain, or days of bitter cold, living the lifestyle of self-reliance. On
occasion, I wished for central heating, or a television, or even a hot bath. But instead,
we took saunas once a week in the sauna room attached to the house. It is these weekly
saunas that I have referred to above as the ritual process which serves the role of practice
necessary for furthering ecosophical relationships. The sauna ritual, as it occurred on a
consistent basis during that winter, no longer takes place. The purpose of the sauna, as
it was communicated to me by two farm members, was to release, through sweating, the
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toxins inside the body that accumulate either through tension, anxiety and other forms of
stress, or through poor eating practices. Today, saunas are no longer the most prevalent
form of ritual cleansing. On my last visit to the farm, during Thanksgiving 1989, we sat
in a hot tub, which like the sauna is heated by a wood burning stove. Certain similarities
occurred then, as they did during the sauna, such as entering the source of heat on an
empty stomach, staying in until a certain mental/physical state is brought on, and then
exiting, cooling down, and eating a special meal.

I thus realized that the goal of

cleansing has remained a central concern, but it has taken on a multiplicity of forms,
including fasts and specialized diets. This fact does not detract from the efficacy of the
practice. Rather, it supports the minority tradition value of fostering human creativity,
and finding diversity and richness in variation of expression.
Before proceeding to an analysis of the sauna ritual, and its contributions to
ecosophical relationships, it is important to mention that members of the farm never used
the term ecosophy. They were aware of the deep ecology movement, and saw their
efforts in self-sustainable living as a contribution to the building of a new society founded
on ecocentric values. The parallels that I see, therefore, are my own imposition, and I
have been granted permission by farm members to interpret their living as I understand
it. I do not believe that I am creating false categories, however. The deep ecology
movement has had influence throughout the American Northwest.

Although farm

members have not read the primary theoretical works on deep ecology, they have read
literature that identifies itself as deep ecology writing. Such books include authors Gary
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Snyder, Wendell Berry and Edward Abbey.
The idea of developing a relationship with nature is one idea that is central to the
thinking

of

farm

members.

The

understanding

of

interconnectedness is also central to thinking on the farm.

interrelationships

and

While terms such as

gestalt-intuition and ecosophy are not part of the vocabulary used to describe such
understandings, I believe that the lifestyle farm members pursue, and the ideals of the
minority tradition are one and the same. Of course this perception stems from many
conversations about the dominant society, and the goals of farm members, and through
questions that I have asked about the activities that are part of these goals.

With

reference to the sauna ritual, while I have not shared this specific analysis with farm
members, I do know they believe themselves to be undergoing a process of
self-transformation, and that this process is necessary on a frequent basis in order to
maintain a healthy Self. Healthy relationships cannot be sustained without a healthy
Self, because this Self is interdependent with other life forms.
With this background information in mind, I will proceed with my analysis of the
practice.

36

SAUNA RITUAL
The following description of the sauna ritual is not representative of one ceremony
in particular. Instead, I have drawn from my experience of a number of saunas, and from
subsequent conversations with farm members, to synthesize information that I believe to
be most critical, into a meaningful whole (Clifford 1988).
Saunas occur during the winter, not during the summer. The summer is a busy
time when harvesting, and taking produce to the weekly farmers market consumes most
of the day. Saunas thus take place in the context of the "indoor season". It is also a time
for socializing, which is a quality of these months, when most people are in periods of
reduced activity. The sauna can be regarded as a collective, purifying experience which
celebrates the way of life that these people have chosen. A synopsis of the day will be
followed by an analysis of events. As part of this analysis, I will make use of Victor
Turner's categories for the interpretation of sacred ritual.

1 PREPARATION PERIOD (separation)
3:00 - food is prepared for the meal after the sauna.
- eucalyptus leaves are picked from the greenhouse. As they dry in the
sauna, they emit medicinal vapors that contribute to clearing the chest
and nasal cavities.
- wood is chopped for the sauna stove and for the fireplace fire lit before the meal.
Although the stove is not lit during the winter, unless heat is needed from both
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stoves, today this stove is used because the meal is special and food turns out
better when cooked in the oven rather than on top of the heat stove in a dutch
oven.
- sauna stove is fired up.
4:00 - people start arriving.
2 LIMINAL PERIOD
4:30 - people start entering sauna in groups of four or five (rarely do more than 8 or
10 people attend this event because of the size of the sauna.) For the next hour,
people enter and leave the sauna for two to three stages, although three is the
goal.
3 REINTEGRATION
5:30 - sauna is finished. Food is arranged buffet style on kitchen table.
- someone does evening chores (milk goats, feed, lock in animals).
- people eat.
6:30 - talk, music-making, relaxing.
10:00 - people go home, sleep.
In analyzing this ritual, Turner's three stages are useful because they provide a
framework for understanding the process of self-transformation and self-realization from
self to Self necessary for promoting new, and enhancing already established, ecosophical
relationships.
The sauna preparation period can be viewed as a time of separation, in Turner's
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terms. People are conscious of performing activities endowed with significance. There
is an air of excitement and anticipation. The food will be light, and most is homegrown,
under organic conditions.
As part of the preparation period, someone picks eucalyptus leaves from the
greenhouse which will be put in the sauna. The eucalyptus oil that emanates into the air
as the leaves dry out serves as a decongestant, and thus contributes to the process of
inner cleansing. Now the wood can be chopped for the sauna stove. Usually Marc does
this because the stove is very small, and a lot of finely chopped pieces are needed to
sustain a hot fire. He then fires up the sauna, beginning this about a half an hour before
guests arrive. The stove needs to crank for a while to generate enough heat. When the
guests arrive, they present the food they have prepared.

It is received with much

enthusiasm: rarely do farm members eat food that has not come from their own creation.
After four or five people have come, they enter the sauna and start the sweat.
Once the preparatory activities are complete, and people start the actual sweat,
they enter into the liminal stage. The sauna is sacred under these circumstances because
people enter with the awareness that they are undergoing a self-transformation. They are
also aware of the sacred quality that other cultures, particularly Native American cultures
have attributed to the sweat. This knowledge contributes to the sense of unity with
peoples of similar convictions, who see a value in ritual cleansing. This sense of bonding
is important not only for the mystical aura it ignites, but also as part of the minority
tradition value of diverse expression within a common framework. The aim is to cleanse
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and to transform, so that life can be pursued with greater clarity. However different
groups attain this is left to their own decision-making, their own rules and guidelines.
It is the common goal which allows deep ecology to include peoples of various faiths and
cultural backgrounds.
People enter the sauna on an empty stomach, primarily for health reasons. It is
easy to get sick with a full stomach under intense heat. They stay in for a maximum
goal of three rounds. There is also the concern that staying in too long (beyond three
rounds of 15-20 minutes duration is also a health risk). During the first few minutes of
the first sauna, people hold conversation. This soon dies down, as people retreat into
their own feelings, concentrating on breathing. As the eucalyptus leaves dry, and water
is occasionally thrown on the stove, the medicinal steam contributes to the purifying
process by clearing out the nose and lungs. When people leave the sauna after a round,
they take care not to make noise and to close the door quickly so that hot air does not
escape. The hosing down stage is next. Outside, on the front porch, people spray
themselves (or a partner) down with cold water that comes from a gravity fed pond on
a hill above the house. Hosing down removes the layer of sweat with a shock that
momentarily refreshes and prepares for another round. It is usually dusk by this time.
The porch looks down over outlines of forest, a hill swelling to the right, fields below
the woods and eventually, Puget Sound.
It is during the hosing down period that I have become particularly aware of the
value of the sauna. Walking outside into the still night, breathing deeply of the fresh,
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slightly salty air, seeing shadows, and hearing wind, or animals, rarely a distant car, after
feeling extreme heat, and breathing with difficulty, is a tremendously exhilarating feeling.
Spraying down with the cold water is even more exhilarating, a shock to the system.
Sometimes people stand on the deck, looking out into the night, talking about how they
feel. It is not too uncommon to hear people exclaiming that they needed this experience,
that the week was tense, just that they needed to relax and "get into a different space".
To me, this means to enter into a state that is removed from the daily process, and which
allows renewal so that when people resume their regular sequence of events, they do so
with a new vitality.
During the second sauna, I usually feel the difficulties of breathing, so I
concentrate on listening to myself breath. People are really sweating now, and some have
reached their limit. There is somewhat of a feeling of competition, as people wait to see
who has the stamina to continue. Conversation is minimal, and I have been aware of a
sense of detachment from my own body. The second hosing down after this round is
often less exhilarating than the first, because people are feeling drained, and the shock
of the cold water contributes to energy depletion.
The third round completes the detoxification and is the hardest but also the most
uplifting, characterized by a lightheaded, limp state.

Turner explains that "those

undergoing the rites will change their nature, be transformed from one kind of human
being to another" (ibid: 203).

In the third round of the sauna, this is exhibited by

becoming very aware of breathing and sweating, which generates a consciousness of one's
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body on two levels, the biological functioning and the will to complete the round, or the
life force. According to my own experience, leaving the sauna after the third round
restores this dichotomous feeling; and simultaneously, as physical comfort is restored, the
feeling of transformation from self to Self occurs. The feeling of struggling to breath is
gone, so that in a sense, the "oneness with the environment" is a reflection of returning
to stasis.
The reintegration stage begins with the meal. Turner cites Znaiccki in describing
reintegration as "a bond...uniting people over and above any formal social bonds" (ibid:
205). During dinner, some people will talk about how they feel differently now that they
have undergone a sweat, while others wait until they are confronted with a situation that
allows them to test the growth incurred by the sauna. Conversation is kept away from
disturbing thoughts, but this is not difficult because there is a general feeling of
well-being. We all have a tendency to slip into tirades against current events brought on
by the dominant society. But tonight, this is kept to a minimum, and is indicative of the
power of the present level of transformation. People's values have been reaffirmed by
surrounding themselves in an intensified situation, with objects and ideas that represent
their constant striving to live a lifestyle that reflects their intuitive and intellectual
comprehension of interdependence.
This intuitive and intellectual understanding of interdependence is enhanced
through the findings of ecological science. Nonetheless, such intuition existed as a part
of human knowledge long before ecology arrived, as both archaeological findings and
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contemporary studies of farming methods of indigenous people around the word
unexposed to Western science exhibit. Furthermore, the idea that humans can develop
relationships with nature, rather than being a novel concept of deep ecologists, or anyone
of the modern age also harkens back to antiquity. In fact, according to Naess, the idea
of ecosophies, although a new vocabulary word, is the combined result of his own
intuitive understanding, in conjunction with his knowledge of cross-cultural and historical
notions of such relationships. Naess himself has been influenced by Spinoza and St.
Francis of Assissi (Naess 1989), while other deep ecologists including George Sessions,
Bill Devall and Gary Snyder have been influenced by the Eastern religions of Taoism and
Buddhism; and all have borrowed from the philosophies of various American Indian
groups (ibid; Devall, Sessions 1985:11,100).

Because of the importance of the

relationship between deep ecology's ecosophy and other traditions emphasizing
human-nature relationships, primarily as intuiting interdependence and interrelatedness,
the following two sections will explore the impact on ecosophy of first Taoism and
second of the American 19th century Transcendentalists.
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TAOISM
In the introduction, I emphasized the connection between ecosophies and value
creation. Value creation is significant for the success of a minority tradition, especially
because those values stem from individual relationships with nature that acknowledge
biospheric egalitarianism and subsequently, intrinsic value. They are values that come
about because of Self-realization, a process involving individual decision-making and
emphasizing the common good above those of the individual. Two qualities of the
minority tradition are thus enacted through values of interdependence, influencing
decisions about how to live.
The Taoists understood the relationship of parts to the whole, the whole that
together comprises life on earth and the spirit of life force, or the Tao. Taoist teachings
describe the Tao as infinite, beyond human capacity to comprehend entirely, and they
stress the role of faith in accepting the notion of Tao. It is important for people to have
faith in their capacity to intuitively understand the Tao. The Tao cannot be understood
intellectually, but its presence constitutes the order of life on earth and The Way that
people should follow to maintain this order. Thus accepting the Tao through intuition
forms the basis of the relationship between people and nature. These relationships are
important since they ensure that The Way prescribed by Tao will be followed, and it will
be followed because through these relationships, individuals generate values about living
that conform to rules of nature, or rules of Tao.
Taoist writings help individuals come to understand The Way or the rules of Tao
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by addressing two fundamental questions, both which have been critical to the formulation
of deep ecological

thought. The first question is metaphysical, asking, what is the

human relationship to nature, while the second is ethical and asks how humans should
relate themselves to nature (Ip 1988: 94). In order to understand how these questions
have been synthesized into the deep ecological context, it is first necessary to discuss
some Taoist views in greater detail.
In addressing the Taoist conception of nature, it is useful to begin with the concept
of Tao.

Lao Tzu, one of the men attributed with authorship of the Tao Te Ching.

provides an eloquent but often amorphous representation of how nature works through the
notion of Tao (ibid: 97). The opening lines of the Tao Te Ching read:
The way that can be spoken of is not the constant way; the name that can
be named is not the constant name. The nameless was the beginning of
heaven and earth (Lao Tzu: 57).
From this passage, it is understood that Tao is something both eternal and nameless, its
namelessness due to its infinite nature, which represents a reality that extends beyond any
limited verbal processing. Further reading of the text allows additional qualities of Tao
to be discerned.
There was something undifferentiated and yet
complete, which existed before Heaven and
Earth. Soundless and formless, it depends on
nothing and does not change. It operates
everywhere and is free from danger. It may be
considered the mother of the universe. I do not
know its name; I call it Tao (Ip: 97).
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The Tao is also intangible, empty, simple, all-pervasive, life sustaining, nourishing,
and dynamic. Knowledge of the Tao is incomplete and intuitive, yet the Tao is whole:
"As soon as you try to conceive the way you conceive the one, but as soon as you
conceive the one you conceive the many... the way generates the one; the one the two,
the two the three, the three the myriad things " (Graham 1989: 221). The search to
understand the Tao must be intuitive and cannot be a search for reality or truth through
the philosophical orientation of Western thinking, which lies behind scientific research.
Western thought believes in the human capacity to comprehend the whole by discerning
the parts and their relationships. Ironically, as ecologists discover the complexities of
these interrelationships, they are also becoming aware of the limits of comprehending any
whole (Lang 1985:14). Even so, scientists assert that such limitations are due to scientific
restraints, rather than being attributed to a larger spiritual force that is greater than the
human mind. The limitations that Taoists place on understanding the whole can be
attributed to the latter explanation: the Tao is an entity beyond human comprehension
because it exists in a realm that is inaccessible to people. Intuition is the closest form of
understanding that humans can achieve. Therefore, rather than attempting to dissect the
parts in a vain effort to intellectually comprehend the Tao, Taoists emphasize the need
for humans to learn how to live, how to organize community and how to relate
community to an intuitive understanding of cosmos (Graham: 223).
In his book Disputers of the Tao: Philosophical Argument in Ancient China (1989)
A.C. Graham comments on this mode of inquiry:
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As for what is real, what exists, visible to the eye audible to the ear, solid
to the touch, what does it raise...for the Chinese...the purpose of seeking
the one behind the many is to find not something more real than what
appears to the senses, but a constant way behind the changing and
conflicting ways of life and government (ibid: 222, 223).
The attempt to intuit the "one" that is nameless and constant forces people to overcome
boundaries that separate themselves from the rest of nature, since people too are part of
this one. According to Taoists, this extension of self to nature leads us to move along
the same course as heaven and earth through their natural cycles. The human relationship
to nature is necessarily ecocentric. Humans are one of a myriad creatures, all interrelated.
The answers to the two fundamental Taoist questions raised initially, what is the
human relationship to nature and how should humans relate themselves to nature, are
contained in the above discussion. First, human and non-human life are interdependent
in the kinship of creation, relying on each other for survival. This impartial universe is
certainly not human-centered, and the understanding of interdependent relationships lays
the way for explaining how humans should relate themselves to nature.
Before addressing how this relationship between humans and the rest of nature
determines how humans should relate to nature, it is useful to pause here and consider
some of the parallel concepts between deep ecological and Taoist views of nature. The
relationship is addressed by Bill Devall and George Sessions in Deep Ecology (1985).
They explain that the deep ecology way of life based on a compassion that arises from
respect and love for all things (ibid: 11) is linked to Taoist views of the Undivided One
of which humans are a part. The love that is felt within oneself must necessarily be part
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of a larger Self rather than an egoistic self.

The deep ecological concept of

self-realization integral to the development of ecosophy is a parallel notion to the concept
of extension of self within Taoism.
Within Taoism, the concept of extension of self forms the basis for the individual
creation of values that allows people to follow the Tao. The process of extending
oneself beyond the boundaries of ego means that individuals acknowledge the
interdependencies that allow life to flourish. The following quote from the Tao Te Ching
aptly describes the rationale behind "extension of self":
Reach for the higher desert places of your self
all calm and clear, and see how all things rise
to flourish and return, each creature coming home
to its roots. Recovering the root means just this:
the dynamics of peace being recalled to our common
fate in the kinship of all creation.
(Tao Te Ching)
By reaching inward, to a level of intuitive understanding that recognizes the kinship of
all creation, peace, or harmony is attained.

Similarly with ecosophies.

Individual

relationships with nature, propelled by gestalt-intuition of the whole, result in an
understanding of behaviors that will sustain life rather than degrade it.
The second question Taoism raises is now relevant to the discussion: how should
humans relate to the rest of nature? For Taoists, the universe is an impartial one, while
the universe of deep ecologists is one imbued with intrinsic value.

Nonetheless, the

impartial universe contains an order, the order of unity in diversity (ibid: 148), which
deep ecologists draw from to complement and reinforce their own notions of the value
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of diversity. This value is important not only in preservation and conservation efforts,
but as a necessary condition for the growth of Self-realization potentials embodied in the
minority tradition (Naess 1989: 201). While the Tao itself makes no judgment, its order
requires people to generate values. Values in turn call for prescriptions of how to act
in accord with "how things are" (ibid: 149). In Taoism, these prescriptions are comprised
of "three treasures", explaining how things should ideally proceed. These treasures serve
as a guide to the human relationship with nature. They include deep love, frugality and
modesty or humility, qualities that
tradition.

are upheld by deep ecologists in the minority

Deep love involves compassion, respect, care and empathy, all qualities

necessary to secure the feeling of "genuine relatedness" (Sylvan 1985: 148) or, following
The Way of Tao.
The second treasure, frugality, represents the manifestation of deep love. Acting
out of deep love conveys the understanding of interdependence. It is impossible to feel
genuine relatedness without feeling deep love. By feeling deep love, people generate the
value of frugality, which directs their behavior, willingly steering away from excess,
because they understand that without frugality the interdependence is threatened. The
threat is disturbing, because they realize themselves as part of the whole through
extension of self, and feelings of deep love (ibid:148).
The third treasure, modesty and humility, are important components for living well
and maintaining the harmony of Tao.

These qualities are expressed through the

unwillingness to assume roles of ostentatious leadership. Such leadership inflates the ego
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and detracts from the ability to perceive and enact genuine relatedness (ibid: 148).
Both deep love and courage are derivatives of humility, yet, a degree of deep love
is required to initially cultivate modest behavior. In Chang Tzu's version of the Tao Te
Ching, the person who follows these treasures is understood to be a companion of nature,
one who does not attempt to impose the way of humans over the way of nature. Taoism
thus rejects behaviors that involve drives to power and fame, competition and the
accumulation of excess possessions that would lead to an anti-ecological lifestyle. The
teachings of Taoism thus impel a voluntary simplicity in the lives of people. It is also
the aim of deep ecological writing to inspire people to enter a process of self-realization
that eventually will culminate in values of frugality and modesty.
Although Taoism has served as a significant source of inspiration for deep
ecologists, other sources have equally influenced the idea of ecosophies and resulting
value creation. The writings of the 19th century American Transcendentalists, particularly
those of Henry David Thoreau lie among these. The following section will address this
contribution.

50

THE AMERICAN 19TH CENTURY TRANSCENDENTALIST
LITERARY TRADITION
This section explores both the concept of nature and the interpretation of the
human relationship to nature upheld by the Transcendentalists, especially Thoreau. There
will then be a discussion of the impact of these ideas on deep ecological thinking,
particularly regarding the formation of ecosophies and their role in the realization of the
minority tradition. The mid-19th century Transcendentalists served as critics of the
expansionary ideal prevailing in the United States at the time (Marx undated: 945). In
Boston and Concord, Massachusetts in September 1836, a small group of young men,
most of them Unitarian ministers, met to discuss the Transcendehtalist values and beliefs.
Two weeks before, Ralph Waldo Emerson's work Nature had been published, and served
as the Transcendentalist manifesto.

The meeting marked the formal initiation of a

movement.
The Transcendentalists acquired their name through the particular relationships that
they developed with nature.

Nature was divinely inspired, they believed, yet

simultaneously humans could understand the workings of nature.

Access both to

scientific understanding, as well as the divine spirit through retreats into nature endowed
this group of men with spiritual fulfillment.

They were uplifted beyond the petty

concerns of daily life, into a transcendental realm: thus the name Transcendentalists
(Ekirch 1973:45).
The writings of the Transcendentalists marked an opposition to the heralding of
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technology as the path of progress for most Americans. Through observing what they
believed to be the true relationship between humans and nature, they condemned
technological advancement through excessive use of resources as exploitative and greedy.
Furthermore, because nature was endowed with divine spirit, the term "resources" was
inappropriate (ibid: 45). Thus, these influential critics

of the mainstream divorced

themselves from materialist goals of ever-increasing production and increasingly
systematic use of nature.
The literature of the Transcendentalists called into question a society dominated
by a mechanistic and materialistic system of values (Marx: 949), thereby viewing the
"system" as destructive and flawed in its "innermost essence" (ibid: 945). In seeking an
alternative to the established order, the Transcendentalists cultivated "a sense of
integration with the surrounding environment that approached ecstatic fulfillment" (ibid:
950). Such ecstasy was regarded as a kind of visionary experience and it was this
"spiritual" or transcendental period that fueled the politically oriented literature embodying
"values, attitudes and modes of thought and feeling alternative to those which
characterized the dynamic, expansionary life-style" of modernizing America (ibid: 950).
In

their

stance

against

unending

growth,

and

faith

in

bigness,

the

Transcendentalists adopted a psychological perspective generated by their retreats into
nature. The aim of such retreats was to attain a mental equilibrium through a renewed
emphasis on inner needs. This endeavor has been interpreted by Leo Marx in his article
"American Institutions and Ecological ideals "as" the psychic equivalent of the notion of

52

balance or harmony with nature". The retreat endowed one with the capacity to cope with
both external and internal sources of tension and provided access to "governing values,
meaning and purposes" (ibid: 950). The Transcendentalists thus saw in nature two paths
to harmony: spiritual balance through alleviation of anxiety and stress, and values for how
to live based on observations of nature and laws of nature. The idea of limits to growth
so frequently heard today in environmental circles was alive among the 19th century
New Englanders.
The Transcendentalist most highly acclaimed by deep ecologists is Henry David
Thoreau.

Thoreau himself was influenced by the Eastern traditions of Taoism and

Buddhism. There are many reasons why Thoreau is so popular among deep ecologists,
but I believe the primary reason pertains to the values he chose to live by during his
experiment at Walden Pond in Concord, Massachusetts, an experience that constituted one
of his primary retreats into nature. Thoreau explains:
I went to the woods because I wished to live
deliberately, to front only the essential facts
of life and see if I could not learn what it had
to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that
I had not lived...I wanted to live deep and suck out
the marrow of life, to live so sturdily and
spartan-like as to put to rout all that was not life
(Sayre 1985:394 emphasis added)
The underlined portions of the above statement reflect those aspects of Thoreau's views
that deep ecologists admire and have drawn from in espousing their own views. When
Thoreau states his aim to "front only the essential facts of life" he refers to what deep
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ecologists call vital needs.

He is reacting against the contemporary values of profit

maximization integral to the expansionary ethos in his willingness to live spartan-like, to
be frugal. However, he also wishes to live deep, "to suck the marrow out of life". The
essential facts of life are obviously not devoid of meaning or reward for Thoreau on a
deeply fulfilling level, and they do not mean martyrdom. He lives to learn about the
environment of Walden Pond and the surrounding woods, to create his own subsistence,
to take leisurely walks that allow him to feel a part of his environment. Through this
process, Thoreau seeks a type of enlightenment.

Thoreau is both remorseful and

rebellious over what he believes to be lives of delusion lead by his contemporary
Americans.

In this deluded life, people are consumed with trivialities, gossip and

self-fulfillment through material acquisition, rather than spiritual fulfillment through
retreats into nature (ibid: 398). Spiritual fulfillment results in clarity of vision, manifested
through voluntary simplicity. Clarity of vision, in turn, is maintained through the ritual
of retreats into nature. Speaking of the transformation from a deluded life
to an enlightened one, Thoreau states:
When I would recreate myself, I seek the
darkest wood, the thickest and most in
terminable, and to the citizen the most
dismal swamp. I enter as a sacred place,
a sanctum, sanctorum. There is the strength
the marrow of nature...In short, all good
things are wild and free (ibid:109).
These ideas of the Transcendentalists, and Thoreau in particular have had a strong
influence on deep ecological thinking. It is also interesting to note, that many of the
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ideas from Transcendentalism that deep ecologists have drawn from are parallel to the
Taoist views of nature and the human relationship to nature. These are the commonalities
that underlie all of the philosophies of the minority tradition, yet which have been
situated in different cultural and historical periods. Thus, through the examples of Taoism
and Transcendentalism, it is possible to see how diversity can co-exits with commonality.
The message of deep ecology is quite simple, like that of the Tao. Rather, it is the
enactment of the message which is problematic. With this summary in mind, I will
explain what it is about the above explication of Transcendentalism that appeals to those
common aims which deep ecologists claim to be fundamental to survival.
There are three components of Transcendentalist thinking relevant to the deep
ecological ideal, and critical for the realization of the vision in the minority tradition.
First, the divine inspiration that Transcendentalists feel in their retreats into nature
indicates the belief that the whole (creation) is larger than the human capacity to
intellectually

comprehend.

The inspirational feeling, while unique to individuals,

nonetheless implies that this larger whole provides some key to living and relating to
nature that all should follow. The feeling, as Thoreau points out, is transformational. It
is

the retreat that enables the transformation; however, retreats must be repeated to

reinforce this feeling, since it is easily lost in the petty doings of daily life. As such,
retreats can be regarded as sacred rituals, just as saunas on the farm served as sacred
rituals, and for the same purpose of reminding humans of their place in the interdependent
whole. Transcendentalism, like Taoism, and like the values of deep ecologists emphasizes
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first the spiritually and intuitively accessible feeling of interdependence, and second, the
necessity of sacred ritual in perpetuating this feeling.
The third aspect of Transcendentalism appealing to deep ecologists is the kind of
behavior that humans derive from the above knowledge.

Thoreau and the other

Transcendentalists condemned the greedy, materialist side of American society,
renouncing the American ideology of progress in favor of a life of voluntary frugality and
simplicity. Thoreau's retreat to Walden signifies exactly this.
Now that the primary ambitions of deep ecologists have been illustrated, the
following section will consider some of the criticisms deep ecology has received and will
also take an analytical look at the relevance of deep ecology to ecological anthropology.

CRITIQUE OF DEEP ECOLOGY AND ECOLOGICAL ANTHROPOLOGY
I have approached the above investigation of deep ecology from a perspective that
endeavors to imbue the philosophy with credibility through suspension of judgement, to
convey as much as possible the "insider's point of view", or the emic perspective.
However, deep ecology is not beyond critique, despite the Utopian aims of the movement.
What is Utopian to some is flawed to others, and it is important to consider the nature of
these flaws.
The channel for most of this criticism has been through articles published in the
deep ecology journal, The Trumpeter.

While The Trumpeter is a medium for the

transmission of deep ecological thought, it is also a forum for debate, both among deep
ecologists themselves, who argue over deep ecological formulations, and between deep
ecologists and others. Those others are often ecophilosophers who dispute deep ecology's
aversion to specific ethical codes for acting ecologically. Or, debates revolve around
variations in ecotopian visions. Deep ecology is only one ecotopian formulation. For
instance, The Trumpeter has featured a series of ongoing debates between Australian
deep ecologist Warwick Fox, and American religious philosopher Henry Skolomowski,
who has proposed his own ecotopia. Skolomowski believes that because deep ecology
lacks a cosmology and an eschatology the possibility of any wide proliferation of deep
ecological concepts is limited (Skolomowski 1988:124). The nature of his criticism is
somewhat misguided, however, because deep ecology purposefully steers clear of creating
any cosmology. The aim is to allow people to preserve their own systems of belief with
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regard to questions of origin and afterlife, one of the criteria of diversity.
I will not explore Skolomowski's criticism any further, because, coincidentally or
not and most likely not, deep ecologists effectively squelch the criticisms that they publish
within their journal.

The debates in The Trumpeter merely serve to reinforce deep

ecology rather than to seriously discuss its limitations, which of course is the aim of any
piece of writing whose intention is to convert. On the other hand, such debates could
prove useful if criticisms were used to seriously assess the viability of certain deep
ecological notions and endeavors.
For instance, the call for a systematized ethics or rigid behavioral codes on the
part ecophilosophers is easily quieted by the deep ecologists because of the problems this
would pose for the development of ecosophies. According to deep ecological thinking,
such codes would disturb the significance of individual value creation, and instead would
represent a dogmatic, centralized effort on the part of governments to instill people with
ecologically sound patterns of behavior. This path toward ecological living is contrary
to the aims of deep ecologists. On the other hand, the development of behavioral codes
or parameters of vital needs on the part of communities is not contrary to deep ecological
aims. Here, there is somewhat of a contradiction in the deep ecological literature. Naess
(1989) claims his opposition to any form of ethical behaviors ordained by the state in
favor of individual value creation.

At the same time, however, in his platform, he

supports policy changes at the levels of economics, technology and ideology; and, he calls
for both community cooperation and individual leadership by example. Because Naess
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does not value restricting an individual's behavior, as long as the behaviors are consistent
with intrinsic value, any individual who chooses to lead by example for the purposes of
furthering community survival, for instance, by elucidating the vital needs of the
community, is requesting ethical behavior on the part of the community citizens. In other
words, there is a place for ethical behavioral codes within deep ecology. The discrepancy
over ethics therefore, revolves primarily around who devises and institutes the ethics,
rather than whether there should be any ethics at all. Deep ecologists do not recognize
this difference.
Deep ecologists and environmental ethicists do hold some views in common. For
example, they stand on similar ground with regard to beliefs about the role of religion in
developing ecological lifestyles. I have already demonstrated that deep ecologists value
those religious beliefs that enable humans to transcend the limits of their egos, and to
understand life as a web of interdependent creation. Deep ecologists also value the sacred
ritual component of religion, which serves to reinforce values about the sacrosanctity of
life, so that daily behaviors are imbued with this intuitive sense of interdependence. This
is significant for the cultivation of ecocentric rather than anthropocentric worldviews.
Environmental ethicists also see the value of religion in the conversion to
ecological living. I use the word conversion deliberately here, to stress the necessary
transformation that must occur in position (values, beliefs, behaviors, ideology) from
dominant to minority tradition. The fundamental belief operating in this transformation
that is upheld by deep ecologists and recognized by environmental ethicists is that of
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intrinsic value. Environmental ethicists acknowledge intrinsic value as the conceptual
formulation that is replacing the concept of environmental and animal rights (Hargrove
1989: xiii).
The belief in intrinsic value is critical because it contributes a moral component,
whereas environmental ethics alone does not address why people should be moral, nor
does it address worldviews. It is here that religion, and intrinsic value as a religious
belief, has an important role to play as a foundation for moral behavior. This is why
deep ecologists are so influenced by Taoists, Transcendentalists, Buddhists and others
whose acceptance of interdependence as a moral guideline to behavior is derived from
intuition, and faith in intuition, rather than solely from scientific principles which are
human centered.
In the introduction to the book Religion and Environmental Crisis (1986), Eugene
C. Hargrove quotes ecologist Aldo Leopold to emphasize the importance of religion in
developing ecological lifestyles:
The proof that conservation has not yet
touched the foundations of conduct lies
in the fact that philosophy and religion
have not yet heard of it" (ibid: xiii).
The moral dimensions to religious belief will play an effective role at changing loyalties,
affections and convictions, according to Hargrove. In other words, in the transformation
from the dominant position to living minority tradition values.
Despite the significance that deep ecologists and Hargrove place on the importance
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of religion in overcoming the environmental crisis, there has been much debate on the
topic in the academic community (ibid: xiii). The debate over the role of religion in the
environmental crisis has revolved around Lynn White's article "The Historical Roots of
our Ecological Crisis" first published in 1967 in the journal Science. Hargrove maintains
that the time has come to move beyond what he calls "the Lynn White debate".
White's thesis in his article places responsibility on Christianity for the
environmental crisis. The spread of Christianity was accompanied by the desacralization
of nature, opening the way for modern resource exploitation. Christianity can also take
credit for the development of modern science and technology, because the Late Medieval
Church was functioning as a funding source "comparable to the National Science
Foundation today" (ibid: 5). Both technology and modern science are contributors to the
environmental crisis in the twentieth century. Furthermore, Christianity's aeseticism and
emphasis on the transcendence of God inhibited the development of an aesthetic
appreciation of nature (ibid: 5).
The problem with White's thesis lies not in his criticism of Christianity, but in the
impasse his article created in debates over the role of religion in ameliorating
environmental degradation.

By blaming Christianity and by advocating the negative

effects of religion "White had unwittingly shaped the debate in a way that ensured that
there could be no useful outcome from it" (ibid: 5). Now, because of White's essay, and
its impact, blame has been placed on Christianity, rather than a "constructive borrowing"
or "a fruitful comparison of the study of religion in finding ways for religions to respond

to the environmental crisis" (ibid: 6). While White's criticism of Christianity's negative
effects on the environment are viable, environmental ethicist, Cobb (1972) among others,
has correctly emphasized that other religions suggestive of greater human harmony with
nature have not necessarily rendered better action toward the environment.

Massive

deforestation in China has been documented during the rise of Taoism and Buddhism
(ibid: 5).
It is possible to draw a parallel between the criticisms by Lynn White of
Christianity and deep ecology's criticisms of the dominant position of Western industrial
nations in their neglect to consider the degradation incurred in other parts of the world
despite the prevalence of more nature-based religions. However, rather than becoming
enmeshed in such criticism, I believe, along with Hargrove, that it is more constructive
to instead draw from those religions that do offer philosophies of human harmony with
nature. A comparative study can yield insight into the kinds of relationships that humans
should have with the environment to create sustainable lifestyles. This is just what deep
ecology has done. The moral compulsions that are part of religious systems are where
the contributions of religion and deep ecology lie.
Deep ecology is successful in communicating the need for such moral guidelines,
especially because as a religious philosophy, deep ecology allows individuals to choose
the relationship most suitable for them, so long as they are based on intrinsic value. Deep
ecology and environmental ethics, thus unite on a significant moral stand: they are both
willing to make value judgements about human societies that have devised systems of
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thought consistent with sustainable living.

It is with regard to this issue of value

judgements that deep ecology can have a wider impact on the area of anthropology
concerned with human environmental adaptations: ecological anthropology.
The remainder of the paper will discuss the purviews of ecological anthropology,
and the potential contributions that both deep ecology and ecological anthropology can
make to each other, and to rectifying environmental ills.
Both deep ecology and ecological anthropology contain insights valuable to the
process of diminishing the environmental stress that threatens irreversible ecological
degradation (Leonard 1989: ix).

Development anthropology, one branch of applied

anthropology, concerned with relationships between global poverty and environmental
degradation can provide an appropriate channel through which the ideas of both can be
transmitted. The anthropology classroom can provide another channel. Through both
channels, deep ecology and ecological anthropology can mutually reinforce one another,
stimulating movement into each other's domains so that each is a stronger, more complete
body of information.

A brief explanation of the predominant aims of ecological

anthropology and criticisms of those aims will demonstrate the direction which this
reinforcement and stimulation can take place.
In his 1977 book Cultural Ecology, Robert C. Netting elucidates issues within
ecological anthropology that remain central concerns today. He explains that cultural
ecologists determine the risks and advantages of subsistence behavior (1977: 83) through
studies of environmental and economic variables (ibid: 85). Early in the formation of the
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discipline, cultural ecologists (Bennet 1968) recognized the importance of the relationship
between differing attitudes toward nature and environmental exploitation (ibid: 87). Most
of this research, however, has not been directed toward development concerns, but
instead has been used primarily for academic interests. While development anthropology
makes use of the findings of cultural ecologists, cultural ecology itself does not include
value judgements about various adaptation strategies other than to label them as adaptive
or maladaptive. In fact, Netting points out that cultures normally do not attain optimal
solutions to the problems of subsistence, because other factors including ideology shape
adaptations (ibid: 92). This insight provides a perfect rationale for a policy based cultural
ecology. The knowledge that cultural ecologists have acquired can and should be used to
contribute solutions to the global environmental and economic crises. Netting and others
(Cleveland: class lectures Fall 1989) believe that contributing the knowledge of
subsistence strategies to this end should be a moral obligation on the part of cultural
ecologists. Netting subtly states:
Ecologically-oriented research has the potential
of speaking directly to contemporary concerns with
environmental degradation, energy supplies, pollution
and social disorganization. Anthropologists need not
confine themselves to pessimistic though instructive
accounts of how modernization goes awry...or why
grandiose government schemes flounder. Their
familiarity with social systems and value patterns,
united with data on production, population, energy
transfers, and information flows can contribute to
the modelling of whole systems and predictions of
the causes and characteristics of change (ibid: 188).
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This statement is suggestive of the kinds of contributions that deep ecology can make to
ecological anthropology as well as the influence ecological anthropology can have on
deep ecology.
Deep ecology and environmental ethics in their call for a moral obligation to
participate in bringing about change have achieved what ecological anthropologists have
been struggling with but have not attained across the discipline. Possibly, there is fear
of moving beyond academic circles into the realm of policy. In addition, however, the
educational crisis that the United States is currently undergoing, likely plays a role as
well. The crisis of course takes on many dimensions, but the dimension relevant to the
issue of applying knowledge to recommendation, concerns the crisis of value creation
within academic institutions. The absence of teaching values to students or the belief
that the classroom is a place to convey information devoid of the moral implications of
that knowledge is common, except of course for patriots and Fundamentalists. The moral
standings of these two groups and the values they convey to students do not represent a
move in the direction of the minority tradition. It is important, therefore to include many
other sides, so that morals are not communicated as dogma, but instead are conveyed
with the element of choice through a realistic representation of views. Here, the deep
ecology values of diversity and participation in change (point #8 in Naess's platform) can
have some direct impact on influencing cultural ecologists to take an active stand in
suggesting models of systems, as Netting

advocates. The influence that ecological

anthropology can have on deep ecology stems from the contributions that cultural ecology
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has made to the knowledge of adaptive and maladaptive subsistence strategies. The
religious and philosophical components of deep ecology pertaining to intuiting
interdependence are critical for value creation and impelling the drive toward simplicity
in human behavior. While deep ecologists draw from ecology to support the ideas of
interdependence, diversity and other notions of the interrelationships of human and
non-human life, the emphasis is on religious systems that existed previous to the science
of ecology, because deep ecologists are oriented around the value creation necessary to
achieve the minority tradition. Furthermore, although deep ecologists cite the effects of
modernization and technology on the environment, there are no specific guidelines beyond
the development of ecosophies and the necessity of living simply, to contribute to the
transformation into the alternative societies that they envision.

Providing such

information does not necessarily have to be a violation of community autonomy or
diversity: Focusing on the value oriented and moral aspects of social conversion are
critical, because they are generally lacking. However, without delving into the specifics
of resource availability, cultural practices of resource extraction around the world, and the
constraints of transformation imposed by state systems, the deep ecological vision appears
unattainable.
Here, ecological anthropology can contribute significant information regarding
adaptive strategies, that deep ecologists can draw from to provide examples of
ecologically sound or unsound living around the world, beyond the example of the
dominant position. Deep ecology is limited in its criticism of the dominant position as
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the sole form of society responsible for the environmental crisis. By applying the kind
of cultural ecological knowledge in the manner that Netting suggests, deep ecology can
obtain a status that will probably be more appealing to a wider spectrum of people.
Reinforcing values with information derived from rigorous cultural ecological analysis of
subsistence patterns will render the contributions of deep ecology more complete and
efficacious. In concluding, I would like to elaborate on the limitations of deep ecology,
yet I would also like to stand in defense of some of the criticisms levied against the
movement.
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CONCLUSION
Before delving into the specifics of my criticisms and defense, it is useful to
elaborate on what was discussed above: those heuristic devices that cultural anthropology
has contributed to the interpretation and analysis of cultural beliefs and values, primarily
because I have used these insights in my emic representation and subsequent analysis of
deep ecology. The objectives of participant observation, for instance, as the primary tool,
allow the ethnographer to enter into a rare interaction with cultural others, an interaction
absent from the research methods of other social sciences. Under certain conditions,
which will not be elucidated here, this interaction can take the form of a kind of cultural
metamorphosis, through which the anthropologist adopts some of the behaviors and
accompanying beliefs of the culture under study.

The extreme of this is known to

anthropologists as "going native".
Adopting the views of another cultural group allows the ethnographer to
experience what is known as intersubjectivity, the loss of distinction between self, the
ethnographer's culture of orientation and the culture under study.

Such a feeling

contributes to relativistic endeavors by temporarily obliviating value judgements that the
ethnographer may place on another unknown or poorly understood group:

The

ethnographer feels part of that group, and to varying degrees is viewed as such by the
group itself. Participant observation allows the ethnographer to partake in the insider's
world, while simultaneously being outside that group. At the same time, participant
observation requires that the researcher maintain an analytical mind. Whether this is
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accomplished within the field, during breaks in fieldwork or at the completion of
fieldwork, there will be a time when the ethnographer returns to his or her own culture,
and gains a distance and thus the ability to analyze the fieldwork experience.
This relationship between participation and observation is complicated, and while it is
not the objective of this paper to address in detail the ongoing debates in anthropology
currently struggling to understand the related roles of subjectivity (cultural bias and
conditioning), cultural relativism, and objective theoretical analysis, it is important for the
reader to recognize that any interpretation of cultural beliefs and values is shaped by a
confluence of factors, including the ethnographer's biases, the identity of the ethnographer
(both cultural and personal), the ability of the ethnographer to suspend judgement, and
the rapport developed between ethnographer and collaborators.
The "insider's point of view" that characterizes the above data on deep ecology
is the result of a unique convergence of biases generated from my own intersubjective
experience on the farm in Washington, my subsequent analysis of that experience, and
my research into deep ecological theoretical premises.

It is important here to draw

attention to the nature of the following criticisms. They do not apply to the views of
farm members, but instead to the deep ecology literature.

However, because my

experience on the farm was a positive one, and because I cultivated close relationships
with the people I lived with, I am able to defend certain aspects of not only their lifestyle
(which I have understood as deep ecological) but of the deep ecology position in general.
The

specifics of these will become clear as I proceed.

Through the unique
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anthropological methodology of participant observation, I have been able to see both the
merits and drawbacks of deep ecology through living the lifestyle, and through etic
analysis.
There are four areas of contradiction that are important to underline because they
address the viability of certain fundamental principles on which deep ecology is based.
After elucidating these contradictions, I will apply the benefits of the "participation"
dimension of participant observation, to complete my analysis.
The first area of contradiction involves the deep ecological criticism of the energy
consumptive hard technology employed by those of the dominant position. While the
criticisms themselves are valid, particularly with regard to the environmental degradation
incurred through the use of such technology and the enormous costs of production and
maintenance involved, the suggestion for an appropriate technology is levied without
enough critical research. For example, while Integrated Pest Management may be one
ecologically desirable alternative to chemical pesticides and fertilizers, certain
technologies falling under the category of "appropriate", have been demonstrated to be
detrimental, and inappropriate (Charlton 1984: 85). Development anthropology provides
a wealth of information on the disastrous effects of technologies that were intended to
diminish problems of hard technology, but which instead incurred their own damages. For
example, many of the problems arising from the introduction of technology deemed
appropriate by the development agencies of Western nations fail to be so because they
require changes in social organization, time allocation, and other factors inconsistent with
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traditional cultural behaviors, particularly those associated with women. Conventional
developers have only recently acknowledged the importance of including women in
decisions about the type of technologies women themselves want and need.

The

following example suggests how inappropriate certain technologies have been, and why
it is critical for any group advocating appropriate technology to understand the complex
decisions involved and knowledge necessary before blindly calling for an alternative to
"high" or "hard" technology.
Schemes to introduce hand-operated weeders have
failed because for these to be efficient, crops
must be planted in straight rows. Usually, however,
it is the men who have been taught this technique,
while it is the women who do the actual planting.
Schemes to introduce scythes to speed up the harvesting
of crops have also had a negative impact. Women
traditionally perform this task using a small pen
knife which they use to cut each stalk of the crop
one by one. Their reluctance to adopt the faster
method of using scythes is not without reason.
the scythe necessitates cutting further down the stalk
and this in turn involves a much heavier load
(mainly dead weight) to be carried from the farm
to the home. It also results in nasty cuts when the
women thresh the crop with their bare feet (ibid: 86).
Nowhere in the deep ecology literature is there any reference to the problems of
appropriate technology applied in the context of developing nations, and particularly
pertaining to the problems of women in development. Anthropological fieldworkers, on
the other hand, have come to understand the intricacy of the problem of technology
through their direct involvement with cultural groups around the world. Deep ecologists
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would benefit from an in-depth investigation into the literature on women in third world
development.
The second area of contradiction within deep ecology involves the issue of
ecocentrism. Deep ecology has received criticism on this issue from those who claim that
ecocentrism reflects the subordination of human society to natural processes.

Naess

(1989) addresses this issue, by stating that human efforts to identify with nature are not
non-human, but instead an extension of humanity (ibid: 17). This seems merely to state
the obvious, however. Anything that humans do is an extension of humanity. The real
test of the subordination of human needs to those of the natural world is measured by the
practical action that deep ecologists are calling for. This action demands that humans
think of the landscape first, before human needs, and then devise management and
technologies that conform to preservation of the landscape (ibid: 15).
The problem is more complicated than this suggests, however, as the above
discussion of appropriate technology indicates. Human cultural patterns cannot merely
be obliviated, or ignored, and when they have been, efforts to introduce environmentally
sound behaviors have failed.

Enormous incentives are necessary, for instance, for

population control methods in China, or throughout the Third World where they have
been introduced. Culture does not just go away, nor can people with anthropocentrically
oriented views just simply acquire ecocentric notions. It seems that while humans must
acknowledge their reliance on the earth for their own survival, and that while efforts
toward sustainability require a controls in human production and consumption, deep
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ecologists must also recognize the enormous variation in human appreciation of their
relationships with nature, and with the rest of humanity. Ironically, certain American
Indian groups that deep ecologist so admire are anthropocentric, in their attribution of
anthropomorphic qualities to nature. However, certain forms of anthropocentrism can
simultaneously yield attitudes of protection and reverence toward the environment. The
idea of human dominion over nature interpreted as human stewardship and responsibility
toward the environment is an anthropocentric view.
Furthermore, ecocentrism is an attitude, a behavioral stance, which stems from
a human mind set, not from any ordained order in the universe. If humans decide to
consider the needs of the planet, whether because they feel an identification with nature,
or because they are concerned that future generations of humans should lead a healthy
life, seems a minor point. Deep ecologists are not necessarily being any deeper than the
so-called shallow ecologists, particularly when one considers how necessary human
intervention is in the control of human behavior toward the environment, such as
regulation of industrial pollutants. Ultimately, the protection of the earth's ecosystems
is what is important and if deep ecologists truly uphold human cultural diversity as one
of their tenets, then they must accept variation in belief about why it is important to save
the planet. This in turn will generate various forms of ecological living.
The third contradiction within deep ecology pertains to the notion of intrinsic
value. Intrinsic value, like ecocentrism, is a human construct. This is important, because
if intrinsic value is taken as deep ecologists present the notion, then, to be consistent, all
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living things are intrinsically valuable and should be allowed to flourish.

However,

according to this view, cancer cells should be allowed to flourish, along with the AIDS
virus, and other deadly diseases. In fact, in 1988, in an interview in the Australian
magazine Simply Living, deep ecology spokesman and Earth First! activists (a declared
deep ecology

group), stated that AIDS might be ultimately good for the earth

(Walljasper 1988: 134).

Comments such as these seriously undermine the valuable

aspects of deep ecology, because of their (ironically) dictatorial status.
The ideas of competition, and the struggle to survive (natural selection), are also
part of this critique of deep ecology's lack of rigorous analysis concerning intrinsic value.
Naess (1985) responded to the criticism levied against deep ecology that the philosophy
inadequately considers evolutionary processes, by stating that setting aside huge nature
reserves allows for evolution to follow its "natural" course within those borders. But what
about life on the border, or just beyond the border? The quality of life here may be
increasingly jeopardized depending on conditions outside the reserve. Furthermore, how
are the borders themselves to be determined? And, what happens when they include a
number of communities: would not some form of centralized decision making facilitate
behavior appropriate to the preservation of the reserve, and help to determine the
boundaries of the reserve? The point is, the issues that the idea of intrinsic value raises
are complicated, and may require more organized and systematically enforced guidelines
than deep ecologists are willing to concede.

For instance, the notion of creating

boundaries around any nature reserve places limitations on human and non-human life

74

alike, ultimately generating the irony that humans must make decisions about what life
forms are more intrinsically valuable than other life forms: and is not this process itself
a violation of the idea of intrinsic value? The question must then be asked: is intrinsic
value a valuable concept?
The notions of intrinsic value and disease are related to the third area of
contradiction, involving the idea of the skin as the boundary to the self. The idea of
overcoming the boundary of the skin as definer of self may be valuable on a
philosophical level. Practically speaking, however, the skin serves as a critical boundary
against disease. Certain religious traditions around the world incorporate this biological
fact into their ideas of illness and healing. Witchcraft practices, for instance, that inflict
poison through injection rely on the skin as the boundary of the self for the poison to
effectively act on a certain individual. The same is true for healing practices that call for
the evil to be drawn out of the sick person (Douglas 1970:144). Acknowledging this,
how can deep ecologists claim to accept all religious beliefs, all cosmologies and
eschatologies when some rely on the idea of the skin as the boundary to the self, and
when this idea is central to the development of ecosophies? Anthropologists have long
been aware of body symbolism, and the notion of the body as a model for any bounded
system. A sorcerer's powers, for instance "consist largely of manipulating powers thought
to inhere in the margins of the human body" (ibid: 144). Bodily margins are thought to
be "specially invested with power and danger" (ibid: 144). All cultures have their own
unique "risks and problems" to which the various interpretations of bodily margins
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"attribute power [depending] on what situation the body is mirroring" (ibid: 145). The
idea of the skin as a false boundary to the self is a manipulative one, as well as an
inappropriate metaphor both because of its assumed universal scope and because Selfrealization is a mental/spiritual process, not a physiological one.
The final point of criticism considered here involves the actual implementation of
the minority tradition. This criticism has less to do with contradictions in the philosophy,
than with incomplete thinking on the part of deep ecology theoreticians. By claiming that
the development of ecosophies will generate ecological living exemplified by the qualities
of the minority tradition seems to be avoiding the difficult problem of transformation
from one kind of society to another. Furthermore, the transformation does not only
involve the change from one kind of society (the dominant position) but many kinds,
exhibiting diverse forms of political, social and economic organization.

As

earlier

mentioned, the dominant society is not the only type of society incurring environmental
degradation. However difficult it may be to lay a path to change, it seems that some
kind of structure is necessary, and, that this structure is best provided, at least in part
through legislation that enforces ecological behavior in those who are unlikely to develop
ecosophies. An example of this incomplete thinking was demonstrated by Dave Foreman,
Earth First! founder, in a 1988 interview in the Australian magazine Simply Living.
Foreman stated that a solution to the famine in Ethiopia would be to cut off food aid and
"just let nature seek its own balance" (ibid: 134). This solution demonstrates the frigidity
of ecocentrism attributed by some critics of deep ecology.

The human element is
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completely ignored.
In conclusion, if the above criticisms seem so forcefully to undermine certain
tenets of deep ecology, where does the value of deep ecology lie? It is here that the
benefits of living a deep ecology lifestyle can contribute to this understanding. The most
important contribution that deep ecology can make, in its present state as a rough
theoretical formulation, is to stimulate further thinking about the nature and process of
attaining ecological living, as reflected by this thesis.

After living on the farm in

Washington, I have had the opportunity to understand which behaviors I would like to
emulate, and which I would reject. It is difficult to understand ecosophical relationships,
for instance, without attempting to partake in their development and cultivation. This has
allowed me to see the value of the idea of extending oneself to identify with other parts
of nature, a value difficult to comprehend from a merely intellectual standpoint. However,
the idea of ecosophy itself should be extended to include identification with other peoples,
so that ecocentrism truly acknowledges the significance and influence of cultural
traditions on the variety of human relationships with nature.

People on the farm

understood this, and valued diversity of human expression as much as they valued the
diversity of nature. It is possible that many who side with certain deep ecological tenets
are less dogmatic in their views (incidentally another contradiction since deep ecologists
claim to abhor dogma) and truly accepting of diversity than the theoreticians suggest. My
experience on the farm and interaction with others pursuing back-to-the-land life ways
demonstrate that this wider acceptance is indeed not only possible but necessary. These
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are beliefs that do not have to stand in contradiction.
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