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A Critical Comparison of Lynn White Jr.’s “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis,” and Val Plumwood’s “Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment”

This essay compares and contrasts the following two articles: The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis, by Lynn White, Jr.
 and Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment, by Val Plumwood.
 The first section of this paper will examine the theories of both authors regarding the Christian religion and its purported ideological impact on the ecological crisis. White’s criticism of Christianity will be compared to Plumwood’s eco-feminist perspective, which specifically connects anti-nature attitudes to their related impact on women. Both authors writings will be evaluated in terms of the clarity of their arguments and on their use of academic literature to support their claims. This paper will then proceed to examine how both authors presented pre-Christian influence on Western thought, by analyzing their respective writings on ancient Greece as a philosophical precursor to Christianity. The remaining part of this essay will compare the practical applicability of both papers within the field of ecology and will evaluate the differing suggestions presented by each author regarding potential future directions for addressing the ecological crisis.

Turning first to White, his article The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis was published in 1967 in Science and landed with a powerful impact at a time when popular interest in environmental issues was growing.
 White’s article quickly became a ‘classic’
 in the academic field of ecology, and over the years since its publication has received thousands of scholarly citations.
 In his article, White advanced the argument that monotheistic religion, namely Christianity, was to blame for the West’s deeply entrenched, arrogant attitudes toward the earth and the subsequent Western maltreatment of the planet, and he faulted the embedded Christian creation myth idea of human superiority over nature as responsible for the ecological crisis. This dominion thesis
 credits a passage in the biblical book of Genesis for establishing a hierarchical, divinely ordained anthropocentric attitude toward nature that places man firmly in a separate and superior position over the rest of non-human nature.

Criticising this attitude of domination supposedly originating within the Genesis creation myth, White stated that Christianity was ‘the most anthropocentric religion the world has seen,’
 and further described an arrogant Christian attitude toward animals and nature as follows:


Man named all the animals, thus establishing his dominance over them. God planned all of 
this explicitly for man’s benefit and rule: no item in the physical creation had any purpose 

save to serve man’s purposes.

It appears here that White was heavily critical of this Christian notion that humans should dominate and subdue nature, and it can be argued in support of White that this way of viewing nature solely in terms of its usefulness for humans alone is both reductive and heavily anthropocentric. In terms of the originality of White’s theory, Taylor presented evidence that White was not the first scholar to fault Christianity for the ecological crisis,
 and additionally implied that White neglected to credit other scholars who potentially influenced him.
 Taylor also criticized White’s article for being ‘difficult to prove or falsify’.
 This criticism can be supported by the fact that White did not systematically review any relevant literature in his article and his claims were not supported by any academic references. There have been additional noteworthy criticisms to White’s claims. For example, Curry
 detailed the following criticisms: (1) the ecological crisis predominantly worsened after the Industrial Revolution; and (2) an alternative interpretation of the Bible is possible that focuses more on an attitude of stewardship towards nature rather than an attitude of hostile domination over it. In response to the latter criticism, Curry wrote in support of White: ‘whether or not the real attitude of Christianity is ecologically despotic or not…that is in fact how it has so far been commonly and influentially understood.’
 Curry makes an important distinction here between theory and practice. Considering that White was criticising tangible, ecologically destructive behaviours in the West, it seems relevant to emphasize how the Christian Bible may have influenced outward action and measurable behaviour. Similarly referencing the Christian creation myth in her book Braiding Sweetgrass, Kimmerer wrote: ‘Look at the legacy of poor Eve’s exile from Eden: the land shows the bruises of an abusive relationship.’
 Since White’s article was specifically investigating root causes of the ecological crisis and the modern West’s ‘abusive’ relationship to the earth, it can also be argued against the former criticism that the Industrial Revolution may have simply exacerbated destructive anthropocentric tendencies that still had their origin in Christianity.

From this review, the evidence suggests that White presented a convincing, far-reaching and clear argument, but it also appears that White’s argument was based on his own pre-conceived conclusions, since he did not explore any relevant literature. White’s paper therefore appears to be over-ambitious in its claims since his article lacks sufficient proof. However, White’s article was well-written and provided an engaging structure that followed a narrative timeline, by detailing relevant historical shifts in agricultural practices that he claimed additionally contributed to the ecological crisis. Despite his lack of references and academic proof, White’s article remained influential in academia and became required reading in numerous university curricula.
 In summary, it is evident that his claims were widely impactful, however it has also been shown that his writing lacked proof and received numerous criticisms. In the next part of this essay, I will analyse Val Plumwood’s claims regarding religion and its impact on the ecological crisis and will explore how her theories compare to White’s.

Turning now to consider Val Plumwood’s Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment, published over 3 decades after White’s article, it appears that Plumwood also traced anti-nature Western attitudes to their roots in Christian ideology. Like White, Plumwood blamed Christianity for its influence on the West and claimed that the Western disregard for nature was acquired from Christianity. More specifically, Plumwood implicated Christian ideas of transcendence, devaluation of matter and ‘hyper-separation’ of spirit and matter as influential in shaping the resulting Western reductive and exploitive views towards nature. Plumwood wrote:

The hyper-separation and devaluation of the body and matter…were inherited by the dominant Western religious movements of Christianity…Christian ideals of salvation and transcendence of the material subordinated the ‘unimportant’ earthly world of nature and material life to the next world of heaven…matter would ultimately be conquered by the opposing elements of spirit and reason in a process of dematerialisation.

Plumwood argued here that the Christian notion of salvation relegated superior status to the heavenly realm and denigrated the opposing realm of earth and of matter. She presented the argument that Christianity was responsible for a ‘conquering,’ materialistic view of nature. Similarly, Kimmerer
 argued that a solely materialistic attitude toward nature has negatively impacted the environmental crisis. Interestingly, the etymology of the English word ‘matter’ reveals it to be ‘a derivative of Latin mater “mother.”’
 This is a relevant association to note in this examination of Plumwood’s writing, due to the fact that she argued from the perspective of eco-feminism, and eco-feminist thought specifically investigates the ‘major conceptual connections between woman and nature in Western culture.’
 As it has been shown, both White and Plumwood advanced similar arguments that the Christian religion specifically contributed to ecologically destructive attitudes in the West. However, in the next section I will explore how Plumwood additionally investigated anti-nature attitudes and how they have been used to marginalize and devalue women.

Moving on now to consider Plumwood’s eco-feminist perspective in more depth, Plumwood advanced the argument that the domain of culture, reason and logic was exalted and associated with an exclusive, male-dominated minority, and the opposing realm of nature and matter was denigrated and associated with women, who were subsequently viewed and treated as inferior. According to Plumwood, this skewed, dualistic value system was used to exploit and control non-humans, women, and ‘primitive’ cultures throughout history. She described the symbolic pairings of women/nature and men/culture as follows:


Women in this culture have been historically associated with the supposedly ‘lower’ order 

of nature, with animality, materiality and physicality, and men with the contrasting ‘higher’ 

order of mind, reason and culture.

Plumwood argued that these hyper-separated realms of culture and nature, male and female created a value system that over-emphasized the contributions of men and failed to recognize the devalued, supporting contributions of women. She also clearly connected women, the physical, the material, and the animal symbolically together, and criticised how this entire symbolic grouping has been collectively discriminated against in the West. Whilst Plumwood’s special consideration of the impact of anti-nature attitudes on women is distinct from White’s argument, there is supporting evidence from mythologist Joseph Campbell that connects the two arguments theoretically: 

The whole history of the Old Testament is Yahweh against the nature cults. Now this is the masculine emphasis against the Goddess emphasis; when this occurs in individual psychology, you’re overemphasising the father role; you repudiate nature, you repudiate women. In the biblical tradition, which is the last great tradition of this Semitic line, there is not even a goddess in the tradition. Here’s a Father God with no Mother Goddess - a very strange thing.

In this passage, there is a clear connection between Christianity’s anti-nature attitude and a related denigration of the symbolic feminine principle, and it is this symbolic connection that Plumwood distinctly enumerates on in depth. There is also a disavowal of any notion of earthly nature as divine, which corresponds to Plumwood’s assertion that the Christian notion of salvation placed all value in a masculine ideal of a transcendent afterlife in heaven. The analysis presented by Plumwood is more convincing in this regard, because she presented a broader and deeper overview of problematic Western anti-nature attitudes, by considering the importantly related issue of gender and the historical suppression of women. As an additional point of comparison, it should be noted that Plumwood’s paper also differs from White’s in terms of the quantity of evidence she supplied. Unlike White, Plumwood presented a considerable review of the relevant literature, gave a detailed explanation of competing philosophies within the field of eco-feminist thought and cited many academic references in her writing.

The Influence of Ancient Greece

Having compared White’s and Plumwood’s similar perspectives on Christianity, I would now like to explore how both authors discussed ancient Greece in relation to its impact on later ecologically harmful Western attitudes. Turning first to consider Plumwood, she described ancient Greece as a highly unequal society that favoured the voice of ‘spirit, mind and reason’
 as the exclusive domain of males, and marginalized women and slaves to lead ‘highly separated, confined and devalued lives.’
 Plumwood wrote: 


…the influence of dematerialising philosophers like Plato and Descartes who treat 


consciousness, rather than embodiment, as the basis of human identity, continues in a 


false consciousness and mode of life which fails to situate human identity, human life and 

human places in material and ecological terms.

In this statement, Plumwood extended the previous culture/nature divide to a subtly new, yet related divide in ancient Greek and Cartesian thought between consciousness and embodiment. She appears to have argued that the Greek emphasis on the intellectual at the expense of the physical created an unreal, illusory notion of human identity, and additionally disconnected humans from their identity as a part of nature. Support for Plumwood’s assertion that emphasizing consciousness at the expense of embodiment produces a ‘false consciousness’ can be found in the following quote from depth psychologist Marie Louise von Franz:

…at the time when the sun god, who is the archetypal principle of consciousness, becomes dominant in a civilization, there is a sudden increase in rational consciousness. But naturally through this also arises a split from which we still suffer: namely, that certain aspects of the psychic life of the individual, certain moods and impulses that do not conform to collective rules, have to be repressed.

This quote seems to imply that in order to maintain an illusory over-valuing of consciousness, it is necessary to repress other aspects of humanity and of human life, as Plumwood similarly asserted in her statement. It appears that Plumwood believed this exaltation of rationality and denigration of embodiment in ancient Greece, like Christianity, can also be faulted for creating the skewed value system that led to ecologically damaging attitudes in the West.

Turning now to White, I would like to examine how he presented the relationship between Greek thought and later Christian anti-nature attitudes. White discussed the ancient Greek view of sin, and similarly to Plumwood’s argument, he identified the intellectual emphasis in Greek philosophy. However, he argued that this intellectual Greek approach was more ecologically benign than the Christian moral one, since Greek ‘thinking’ led to mere contemplation as opposed to Christianity’s moral approach which demanded externalized action. White stated: ‘The Greek saint contemplates; the Western saint acts. The implications of Christianity for the conquest of nature would emerge more easily in the Western atmosphere.’
 Here, White identified an interesting subtle difference between Christian and Greek thought, and this is a seemingly important distinction that Plumwood did not appear to detect. Both Plumwood and White seem to agree that the origins of ecologically harmful attitudes did not necessarily originate with Christianity, however White placed less blame on ancient Greece than did Plumwood. This review suggests that White presented an interesting and more subtle argument in this regard, by noting that ecologically destructive behaviours developed more readily in the later moralistic, more outward oriented atmosphere of Christianity.

Future Directions for Solving the Ecological Crisis

I would now like to examine the practical applicability of both papers and compare the authors’ proposed directions for the ecological crisis. Turning first to White, he argued that modern science and technology in the west were ‘so tinctured with orthodox Christian arrogance toward nature that no solution for our ecological crisis can be expected from them alone,
 and stated: ‘Since the roots of our trouble are so largely religious, the remedy must also be essentially religious, whether we call it that or not.’
 Here it is evident that White believed the solution for the ecological crisis should be found in religion alone. White then proposed only one possible solution to the ecological problem, by presenting St. Francis of Assisi as a role model of behaviour for a new, more ecologically friendly Christianity moving forward. White highlighted St. Francis’s emphasis on humility as a virtue, in contrast to the arrogant Christian attitudes he claimed placed man in a superior role over the rest of non-human creation. He also described St. Francis as trying to ‘depose man from his monarchy over creation and set up a democracy of all God’s creatures.’
 However, as Freya Matthews thoroughly argued, a democratic attitude is not necessarily conductive to an ecologically minded one,
 which casts doubt on the practicability of White’s solution. White ended his paper by proposing ‘Francis as a patron saint for ecologists,’
 and White himself remained a Christian throughout his life.
 It appears White’s proposal makes the following assumptions that (1) fellow ecologists will also be practitioners of Christianity; and (2) addressing the ecological crisis within the sole remit of Christianity will be sufficient alone. This seems unconvincing as a suggestion, since a large percentage of people no longer identify as Christian or even religious, and additionally there are other dominant religions and spiritualities that White’s proposal does not consider. Based on this evidence, it appears that White’s paper lacks practical applicability in the field of ecology, because he remained narrowly within the confines of Christianity in his outlook and in his proposed solution.

Turning now to Plumwood, she ended her paper with a detailed discussion of Ecological Animalism and Ontological Veganism, which are two competing perspectives related to the issue of human predation and food consumption. Plumwood advanced a clear argument for Ecological Animalism, which she described as opposing factory farming but not opposing human predation. She gave a persuasive argument that to ban human predation, which exists naturally in nature, would simply perpetuate the existing divide that places humans as separate and distinct creatures from the rest of non-human nature. Plumwood also detailed two tasks necessary in order to counter embedded, dualistic Western attitudes, namely ‘(re)situating humans in ecological terms and non-humans in ethical terms.’
 Plumwood here addressed both the human perspective and the non-human perspective, and the latter is important perspective that was missing from White’s approach. As it has been stated, throughout Plumwood’s paper, she consistently examined underlying dualistic tendencies and proposed solutions aimed at subverting dualistic thinking altogether, rather than merely reversing it. She also considered the important practical issue of food consumption and added an interesting analysis to the debate between competing philosophies on predation. Due to these reasons, it would appear that Plumwood’s analysis is more comprehensive than White’s, and it can be argued that her paper also has more practical applicability.

Conclusion

In this essay I have shown that both White and Plumwood presented clearly written and provocative arguments regarding ecologically harmful, religiously influenced attitudes in the West. I have provided evidence that both writers, at least in part, traced problematic, anti-nature Western attitudes specifically to Christian religious influence, and that both authors argued convincingly that these inherited Christian attitudes have contributed to the ecological crisis. I have evaluated both authors’ use of academic literature and other forms of support for their theories and have shown that Plumwood’s paper is thoroughly supported with academic evidence and White’s paper is not. Therefore, I would suggest that Plumwood presented a more thorough contribution. I have shown that White and Plumwood differed in how they presented Greek influence on Western anti-nature attitudes and have shown that White advanced a more subtle argument in this regard, placing stronger culpability on the moralism of Christianity and its action orientation. In addition, I have provided evidence that White’s article offers only one solution for addressing the ecological crisis, and his suggestion remained solely within the narrow remit of Christianity. For this reason, I have argued that White did not contribute much in terms of potential solutions to the ecological problem as he presented it. By contrast, I have also argued that Plumwood presented a deeper analysis of the ecological crisis, by including the importantly related gender issue, by discussing the practical issue of food consumption, and by offering suggestions that aimed to bring together the historically separated realms of culture/nature and human/animal, rather than merely reversing them. She analysed eco-feminist and food consumption philosophies in terms of their ability to bridge the divisive, dualistic mode of thinking embedded in the West, and convincingly argued the importance of subverting dualistic tendencies altogether. For these reasons, I would like to conclude that Plumwood’s article advanced more potential useful solutions to the ecological crisis and provided a more comprehensive coverage of the ecological problem and of other critically important related issues.
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