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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
[bookmark: _GoBack]2850 wds
This essay compares and contrasts Lynn White Jr’s article ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’ published in the journal Science in 1967[footnoteRef:1] and Val Plumwood’s chapter ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment’ in the book Controversies in Environmental Sociology in 2004[footnoteRef:2] [1:  White, Lynn Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, Science, 155 (1967), 1203-1207]  [2:  Plumwood, Val, ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment’, in Controversies in Environmental Sociology ed. by Rob White (Australia: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 43-55] 

The aim of the essay is to understand the different narratives which have evolved regarding people and their place in the natural world and the impact this has had upon current ecological and social issues, for example the impact of global political and religious movements on contemporary environmental debates.  The discussion includes description of each paper and focus upon the content e.g. identifying how the authors may differ in their approach or emphasis or observable similarities.   
Lynn White Jr states at the very beginning of his article that it is inspired by the conversations he had with his friend Aldous Huxley that he explains ‘not infrequently put one at the receiving end of an unforgettable monologue’. [footnoteRef:3] Aldous Huxley was a British philosopher and author who was preoccupied with the negative and the positive effects of science and technology. [footnoteRef:4] White Jr explains a ‘favorite topic’ of Huxley’s was that of ‘man's unnatural treatment of nature and its sad results’.  [footnoteRef:5]   White Jr recounts Huxley used the example of myxomatosis ‘a disease that was deliberately introduced by the local farmers to reduce the rabbit’s destruction of crops’  to illustrate the point he was making it which led White Jr to assert ‘all forms of life modify their contexts’[footnoteRef:6]. [3:  White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, p.1203]  [4:  J.E, Luebering, Britannica Aldous Huxley (2021) https://www.britannica.com/biography/Aldous-Huxley [accessed 17 November 2021] ]  [5:  White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, p.1203]  [6:  White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, p.1203] 

The author then proceeds to include instances that ‘ever since man became a numerous species he has affected his environment notably’ by taking us on a journey through history, true to the title of his article but then reminding us that ‘the history of ecological change is still so rudimentary that we know little about what really happened or what the changes were’. [footnoteRef:7]  White Jr explains, historically, the use of the word ecology and its concept emerged as ‘scientific knowledge was considered to mean technological power over nature.’ [footnoteRef:8]   This is discussed further under the sub heading ‘The Western Traditions of Technology and Science’ where White Jr proposes to ‘clarify our thinking’ by examining the presuppositions that underlie modern technology and science. [footnoteRef:9]  He asserts that ‘since both our technological and our scientific movements got their start… in the Middle Ages’ we cannot understand the present impact upon ecology without exploring ‘medieval assumptions and developments’. This he does under his next subheading ‘Medieval View of Man and Nature’. [footnoteRef:10] White Jr discusses the advances in agriculture within the context of religion because, as he states agriculture was the ‘chief occupation even in advanced countries’ back then. [footnoteRef:11]  White Jr uses his description of agricultural activities such as ploughing and how it was modernised to illustrate how ’man’s relation to the soil was profoundly changed’.[footnoteRef:12]   As White Jr sees it ‘formerly man had been part of nature; now he was the exploiter of nature’. [footnoteRef:13]   White Jr proposes ‘what people do about their ecology depends on what they think about themselves in relation to things around them’ as we are ‘deeply conditioned by beliefs about our nature and destiny…by religion’.[footnoteRef:14]   [7:  White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, p.1203]  [8:  White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, p.1203]  [9:  White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, p.1204]  [10:  White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, p.1205]  [11:  White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, p.1205]  [12:  White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, p.1205]  [13:  White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, p.1205]  [14:  White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, p.1206] 

Therefore, White Jr’s final subheading ‘An alternative Christian view’ concludes the extent that religion has influenced us and therefore, as he sees it, ecology.  He states that ‘from the 13th century onward… every major scientist…explained his motivations in religious terms’ which ‘not only established a dualism of man and nature but also insisted that it is God's will that man exploit nature for his proper ends.’ [footnoteRef:15] Minteer and Manning acknowledge ‘Christianity is the most anthropocentric religion the world has seen.’[footnoteRef:16]   White Jr encourages us that  ‘what we do about ecology depends on our ideas of the man-nature relationship’ and that as such we should maybe ‘ponder the greatest radical in Christian history since Christ, Saint Francis of Assisi.’[footnoteRef:17] White Jr explains Saint Francis ‘proposed what he thought was an alternative Christian view of nature and man's relation to it… set up a democracy of all God's creatures.’[footnoteRef:18] As White Jr sees it ‘since the roots of our trouble are so largely religious, the remedy must also be essentially religious’, proposing ‘Francis as a patron saint for ecologists.’[footnoteRef:19] [15:  White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, p.1206]  [16:   Ben.A Minteer and Robert. E Manning, An Appraisal of the Critique of Anthropocentrism and Three Lesser Known Themes in Lynn White’s “The Historical Roots of our Ecologic Crisis” Organization and Environment 18 (2005),163-176 (p163) <DOI: 10.1177/1086026605276196]  [17:  White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, p.1206]  [18:  White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, p.1207]  [19:  White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, p.1207] 

White Jr writes, ‘today, less than century later, the impact of our race upon the environment has so increased in force that it has changed in essence’.[footnoteRef:20] Of course, it is important to note, here that in fact this article was written in 1967 which is now nearly forty years on from when it was published.  The author was professor of history at the University of California, Los Angeles, at this time and this is the text of a lecture he delivered on 26 December 1966 at the Washington meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of Science.  Although without references, this article has since been considered  ‘… a cornerstone in the environmental studies literature’.[footnoteRef:21]  Taylor explains ‘the explosiveness of this debate, which still reverberates’, occurred at that time for the following reasons: the environmental crisis was ‘newly discovered’,  there was a perception that White Jr had made an ‘attack on Christianity… which needed to be answered before additional damage was done to the value of conventional religious beliefs’ and that White was able to ‘reach an audience beyond that of professional historians,’.[footnoteRef:22]  Minteer and Manning state that White Jr’s argument ‘now infamous’ purports ‘Christian teachings illicitly placed humans in a cosmologically privileged position…fundamentally separate from and superior to the rest of the natural world’.[footnoteRef:23]  [20:  White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, p.1203]  [21: Minteer and Manning, ‘An Appraisal of the Critique of Anthropocentrism and Three 
Lesser Known Themes in Lynn White’s “The Historical Roots of our Ecologic Crisis”’, p.163]  [22:  Bron Taylor, ‘White, Lynn (1907-1987)- Thesis of’, in Encyclopaedia of Religion and Nature, ed.by Bron Taylor (London and New York: Continuum, 2005), pp1735-1737(p. 1737) ]  [23:  Minteer and Manning, ‘An Appraisal of the Critique of Anthropocentrism and Three 
Lesser Known Themes in Lynn White’s “The Historical Roots of our Ecologic Crisis”’, p.163] 


Val Plumwood’s writing is a chapter which is a contribution to a ‘comprehensive’ sociology text book written for students with the intention of identifying ‘key issues and controversies in environmental sociology today’ including the  ‘diversity of viewpoints, theories and empirical analyses evident across the broad spectrum of social science writing’.[footnoteRef:24]  Val Plumwood was an Australia Research Council Fellow at the Australian National University at the time of writing, in 2005 and an eminent Australian environmental philosopher and activist.[footnoteRef:25] Plumwood includes ‘discussion questions’, a glossary of terms and a reference list at the end of her chapter.[footnoteRef:26] [24:  Controversies in Environmental Sociology (Australia: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 43-55]  [25:  Freya Matthews, ‘Val Plumwood’, The Guardian, 26 March 2008. < https://www.theguardian.com/education/2008/mar/26/australia.world> [accessed 17 November 2021]]  [26:  Plumwood, p. 58-59] 

Plumwood begins by explaining ‘eco-feminism has several major aims’ asserting eco-feminist thinkers have ‘explored conceptual and cultural connections between women and nature, and applied feminist power analyses to problems in environmental philosophy’[footnoteRef:27]  She provides a ‘Background to the Issues’ as her first subheading, introducing eco-feminist historical scholars Rosemary Ruether (1975) and Carolyn Merchant (1980), explaining  ‘critical eco-feminism sees culture/nature (or human/nature) dualism as the key to the ecological failings of Western culture.’ [footnoteRef:28]  Plumwood observes women in this culture have been historically associated with the supposedly ‘lower’ order of nature i.e. with animality, materiality and physicality while men are associated with the contrasting ‘higher’ order of mind, reason and culture.[footnoteRef:29]   [27:  Plumwood, p. 43]  [28:  Plumwood, p. 44]  [29:  Plumwood, p. 44] 

Plumwood explains under her sub-heading ‘Eco-feminist critique of Western culture and the historical development of human apartness’ that human/nature dualism ‘has been functional for Western culture in enabling it to exploit the non-human world and so-called ‘primitive’ cultures… but it also creates dangerous illusions in denying embeddedness in and dependency on nature, which we see in our denial of human inclusion in the food web and in our poor response to the ecological crisis.’[footnoteRef:30]  Here Plumwood relies upon history to illustrate that  ‘the hyper-separation and devaluation of the body and matter are not confined to ancient philosophy but are widespread in Western culture and were inherited by the dominant Western religious movements of Christianity.’[footnoteRef:31]  Further to this point she adds ‘the influence of dematerializing philosophers like Plato and Descartes who treat consciousness, rather than embodiment, as the basis of human identity…fails to situate human identity, human life and human places in material and ecological terms.’[footnoteRef:32]  Plumwood then uses the practical example of the global fishing industry to explain that ‘global markets are dematerialising because they prioritise abstract relationships’ which she explains enables us to ‘lose touch with the real material conditions that support our lives’.[footnoteRef:33]  Plumwood continues with a discussion of the ‘Varieties of Eco-feminism’ such as critical eco-feminism, social eco-feminists, Anti-colonial and eco-social eco-feminisms.  She explains that ‘eco-feminism promotes an ecological consciousness which insists that a truly human life is embedded in both nature and culture’ and are ‘not hyper-separated spheres’[footnoteRef:34]  Plumwood then lists the ‘key debates’ within these varieties as: The essentialism debate within feminism and eco-feminism; How should women now relate to nature? And Ecological Animalism versus Ontological Veganism. [footnoteRef:35]  Plumwood then concludes her chapter with ‘Future Directions’ by discussing genetic engineering. [30:  Plumwood, p. 44]  [31:  Plumwood, p. 45]  [32:  Plumwood, p. 45]  [33:   Plumwood, p. 46]  [34:  Plumwood, p. 46-51]  [35:  Plumwood, p. 46-56] 

It is apparent after reading the both articles who the audience is that they are intended for. This in itself denotes the distinction between the authors and their writing style.  Firstly, it cannot be said that the articles are mutually exclusive. White Jr’s use of the word ‘man’ does not oppose Plumwood’s eco-feminist writing and vice versa.  Plumwood’s chapter is full of information and explanation of the terms that she is using and where they have come from, supporting that her writing is a chapter for students in a text book.   As Curry explains ‘ecofeminism is rich and complex’ which Plumwood agrees as it is ‘diverse and draws on divergent political ideals’. [footnoteRef:36] [footnoteRef:37]  White Jr meanwhile is presenting his knowledge as information in an effort to enhance his ‘opinion’.  Again it is worth note, with no references.  It is unusual for a piece of writing to not hold any references at all but this in no way detracts from the quality of his writing.   Consequently, White Jr’s article ‘flows’ in a way that Plumwood’s is not able to.  The amount of information and explanation which is included in Plumwood’s chapter does not lend itself to ‘flow’.  It is also worth remembering that White Jr’s article is based on a speech he gave, while as we know, Plumwood’s writing is a chapter in a textbook.  However, this does not mean that there are not some similarities between the content of the writing and how the discussion is formed within it.   There are shared topics which appear in each narrative which generally support each other but still hold differences that respect each author philosophy and beliefs.     [36:  Patrick Curry, Ecological Ethics An Introduction, 2nd edn. (Croydon: Polity Press, 2011) p.127]  [37:  Plumwood, p. 46] 

For example, each author incorporates animals in their discussion to varying degrees and with differing effect.  For White Jr, the subject of ‘creatures’ is introduced with the story of Francis of Assisi.  With descriptions of how Francis interacted with animals, White Jr explains that Francis advocated for animals with ‘his belief in the virtue of humility not merely for the individual but for man as a species’.  [footnoteRef:38]  Plumwood takes a more detailed approach by discussing the Ecological Animalism and Ontological Veganism under her last ‘debate’ heading. [footnoteRef:39] Plumwood explores the opposing views, of these specific categories, as the former advocates semi-vegetarianism while the latter abstains from all and any animal product.  And maybe an additional sign that times have moved on from when White Jr was writing.  Plumwood uses the example of ‘modern factory farming’ and discusses ‘hunting and gathering’ in the context of ‘indigenous societies such as Australian Aboriginal societies’.[footnoteRef:40]       [38:  White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, p.1206]  [39:  Plumwood, p. 46-51]  [40:  Plumwood, p. 52] 

It is evident from the title of White Jr’s article, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’ that the history of ecology will be dominant in his writing.  Surprising the extent to which his knowledge extends beyond ecology or rather how White Jr incorporates varying history to support his opinion.  Not such an assumption could be made when considering, Plumwood’s title, ‘Gender, Eco-feminism and the Environment’.  However, Plumwood sensibly begins her chapter with a discussion of ‘Background’ in the context of ‘Western culture’ and ‘historical development’ which leads to some similar content to White Jr. [footnoteRef:41]   For example, Plumwood believes ‘modern science began to rival and replace religion as the dominant belief system’ with ‘western science replaced but also built on this earlier religious foundation’.  [footnoteRef:42]  This is a shared view with White Jr’s which is discussed at length in his article.  White Jr asserts ‘we now recognize…science and technology…joined to give mankind powers which, to judge by many of the ecologic effects, are out of control’.  [footnoteRef:43]  [41:  Plumwood, p. 44]  [42:  Plumwood, p. 45]  [43:  White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, p.1206] 

In conclusion, it would seem that despite their differences, reading these pieces of writing alongside each other gives a greater insight and meaning to the subject of the ecological crisis, as a whole.  Not just as we know it today but maybe more importantly where it came from.    It is apparent that both authors were proposing change: they were both clear that things needed to change although have different emphasis or expectation as to how that is going to happen.   As White Jr, put it ‘we must rethink and refeel our nature and destiny’. [footnoteRef:44]  As has been noted, White Jr has been credited as having a huge influence over the ecological debate, as we now know it.  However, that is not to say Plumwood has not been influential in her writing, too.  Although she this writing was in the context of a text book, in her time she was influential.  She asked ‘Is there a need for a new, an environmental, ethic - an ethic of nature?’[footnoteRef:45]  As Curry highlights ‘ecofeminists have performed an invaluable service in bringing to our attention the way sex-gender, often unconsciously, is deeply implicated in the ecological crisis’.[footnoteRef:46]  It is evident when reading the chapter written by Plumwood that eco-feminism cannot be denied it’s progress. Indeed, as was previously perceived, nature and women are fortunately not all passive.   [44:  White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, p.1205]  [45:  Freya Matthews, ‘Val Plumwood’, p1]  [46:  Curry, Ecological Ethics An Introduction, p128] 

Although written almost forty years apart, from comparing and contrasting their writing, it appears the authors share a common belief that the ecological crisis is as a result of (us) humans lack of regard for nature and that as such it is to be remedied by (us) humans changing what they believe and/or the way they behave.  Consequently, the authors both cite religion, science and politics as the driving force behind this lack of regard which has left humans in this regrettable position of ecological crisis.  Plumwood suggests ‘most feminists and eco-feminists agree that the dominant models of culture and humanity must be challenged, both for women and for nature’. [footnoteRef:47]  This is something that White Jr was advocating at his time of writing albeit from a specifically religious perspective and not exclusively for women.  He was asking for us to ‘reject the Christian axiom that nature has no reason for existence save to serve man’.[footnoteRef:48] As Plumwood astutely notes ‘neither women nor men will do well in a regime which subtly denies the ecological basis of human life’. [47:  Plumwood, p. 46]  [48:  White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, p.1205] 
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