Kim Wightman
HPCA7023
Essay 1 - Compare and Contrast.

This essay will compare and contrast ‘The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis’ by Lynn White Jr., first published in Science, Vol. 155, No. 3767 (1967), pp. 1203-1207, with Val Plumbwood’s paper ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment’ in Controversies in Environmental Sociology, edited by Rob White (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 43-60. The two papers, in this critique, both deals with the aetiology of the current ecological crisis to offer solutions and strategies for social change and so address the environment and ecological crisis. This essay will first consider some of the current concepts and theorists relative to this complex issue before introducing the background and context of the two authors and papers in this critique. It will then move on to a more in-depth analysis of the texts and their structure before concluding.

In 1962 Rachel Carsen wrote a book called Silent Springs exposing the poisoning effects of chemicals, which alerted people to the harmful use of insecticides and pesticides on the environment. In response, writers began to address various concerns about the depletion of the environment and the impact human behaviour was seen to be having on the natural world, through issues such as pollution and population growth, which led to ‘the growing awareness that human agency was destroying ecosystems.’[footnoteRef:2] Ecosystems are studied by the science of ecology, the word ecology comes from the Greek word Oikos, meaning house or home, and the word logos stems from the Greek translation to study. Charles O. Frake, a cognitive anthropologist and emeritus at Stanford University defined ecology as: [2:  Robin Attfield, Environmental Ethics (Wiley. Kindle Edition, 2014), pp. 36-37.] 

 …the study of the workings of ecosystems, of the behavioural interdependences of different kinds of organisms with respect to one another and to their nonbiotic environment. Cultural ecology is the study of the role of culture as a dynamic component of any system of which man is part.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Charles O. Frake, ‘Cultural Ecology and Ethnography’, in American Anthropologist, Vol. 64, Issue 1 (February 1962), pp. 53-59 (p. 53). < https://doi.org/10.1525/aa.1962.64.1.02a00060> [Accessed 07 November 2022].] 

It is the study of organisms and their relationships with their environments, and culture may be studied as a facet of a system within cultural ecology. Frake goes on to say that
If the social system be envisioned as a network of relationships among persons of a social community, then the ecological system is a network of relationships between man, the other organisms of his biotic Community, and the constituents of his physical environment. In both cases the net is woven of cultural threads, and the two networks are, of course, inter-connected at many points.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Frake, ‘Cultural Ecology and Ethnography’, p. 53).] 

Thus, it can be seen as a web of interconnected relations where it is possible to consider any part of it to grasp some insight and understanding into the concerns within the ecological crisis. 

[bookmark: _Hlk119182146]Timothy Morton uses the concept of a 'mesh' to refer to the interconnectedness of all living and non-living things, consisting of "infinite connections and infinitesimal differences" and the thinking of this interconnectedness is what he defined as ‘the ecological thought’.[footnoteRef:5] In the introduction to his book, The Ecological Thought ‘Morton states that ‘Along with the ecological crisis goes an equally powerful and urgent opening up of our view of who we are and where we are.’[footnoteRef:6] Focusing on climate change as a manifestation of the ecological crisis, Morton, who defined himself as an ‘object-oriented ontologist,’ discerned that ‘global warming’, as he called it, is a ‘hyperobject’. A term that referred to metaphysical objects which exist, extra ordinately, through ‘time and space relative to human.’[footnoteRef:7] Furthermore, Morton claimed that the ‘global warming’ hyperobject is directly linked to the Anthropocene. The Anthropocene is the most recent geological epoch, so-called because of the impacts on the geosphere (one of the earth’s interlinked systems, otherwise known as the lithosphere which interacts with the atmosphere, hydrosphere, and biosphere) affected by humans, ‘the decisive human “terraforming” of Earth’, replaces the preceding epoch, a relatively stable period known as the Holocene.[footnoteRef:8] With this understanding, it is now possible to move on to the theorists in this comparison and place their papers into a theoretical context. [5:  Timothy Morton, Hyperobjects Philosophy and Ecology After The End Of The World, (Minneapolis: University  of Minnesota Press, 2013), p. 9.  <https://archive.org/details/hyperobjects-philosophy-and-ecology/page/n8/mode/1up> [Accessed 08 November, 2011].]  [6:  Morton, The Ecological Thought, p. 10.]  [7:  Morton, Hyperobjects, p. 8.]  [8:  Morton, Hyperobjects, p.11] 


Lynn White Jr
White was an American historian and a professor of medieval history first at Princeton and then at Stanford between 1937 to 1943. He was president of Mills College, Oakland, from 1943 to 1958 and a professor at the University of California, Los Angeles from 1958 until 1987. White helped to found the Society for the History of Technology (SHOT) and was president from 1960 to 1962.[footnoteRef:9] The paper was published in 1967 and originally presented as a lecture in Washington on December 1966 at a meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS). At the time of writing environmental ethics had not been established as a separate discipline from philosophy and White’s paper heralded the beginning of a multi-disciplinary approach as a ‘professional subject’ concerned with the environment.[footnoteRef:10] White presented a ‘multifaceted argument’ toward explanations for the human contribution to the ecological crisis.[footnoteRef:11] As Bron Taylor points out this [9:  Bert S. Hall, ‘Lynn Townsend White, Jr. (1907-1987)’, in Technology and Culture, Vol. 30, No. 1 (Jan. 1989), pp. 194-213 (p.134). < https://www.jstor.org/stable/3105471> [Accessed 11 November 2022].]  [10:  Eugene C. Hargrove, ‘Preface’, in Religion and environmental crisis (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1986), p. ix.]  [11:  Bron Taylor, ‘The Greening of Religion Hypothesis (Part One): From Lynn White, Jr and Claims That Religions Can Promote Environmentally Destructive Attitudes and Behaviors to Assertions They Are Becoming Environmentally Friendly’, in Journal for the Study of Religion Nature and Culture, Vol 10, No 3 (October 2016), pp. 268-305 (p. 268). <https://doi.org/10.1558/jsrnc.v10i3.29010> [accessed Nov 07 2022].] 

‘Although White was not alone in articulating such views, he did so in a prominent venue (the widely read journal Science) and at an auspicious cultural moment—the apex of the 1960s cultural upheavals.’[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Bron Taylor, Dark Green Religion (Oakland: University of California Press,2010), p. 371.] 

White had already indicated his interest in Christianity, technology and social change with previous scholarly writings and had also published a book.[footnoteRef:13] The invitation to lecture at AAAS imports White’s expertise within scientific academia and indicated the intended audience as academic. White further established his legitimacy to speak on the matter by introducing the lecture with a narrative recounting a personal conversation with Aldous Huxley, which explains the absence of any citations and few scholarly references when the lecture was subsequently published as a paper.  [13:  Lynn White, ‘Technology and invention in the Middle Ages’, in Speculum, Vol. 15, No. 2 (1940), pp. 141–159. <doi:10.2307/2849046> [Accessed 13 November 2022].
Lynn White, ‘Christian Myth & Christian History’, in Journal of the History of Ideas, Vol. 3, No. 2 (1942), pp. 145–158. <https://www.jstor.org/stable/2707174> [Accessed 13 November 2022].
Lynn White,  Medieval Technology and Social Change, (Oxford University Press, 1962).] 

Huxley was from a prominent family and was a philosopher and English writer who had written nearly fifty books.[footnoteRef:14] By drawing on his friendship with Huxley, White not only verified and legitimised his position in academia but also positioned the paper in the discourse of science, technology, and social change, otherwise known as cultural ecology. The reference, by White, to Huxley’s ‘monologue’ was expositional as Huxley had written on the possible implications of science, biology and social power and a dystopian future in his book Brave New World.[footnoteRef:15] The reference to Huxley was also used to Juxtaposition White’s paper with the science fiction in Huxley’s novel by calling himself a ‘philistine’(a person who is hostile or indifferent to culture and the arts, or who has no understanding of them)[footnoteRef:16] and pivoted on the implications of rabbits. Where rabbits and myxomatosis, in Huxley’s monologue, may direct a conversation to the evils of biological population control White changed it into a dialogue with rabbits being ‘brought as a domestic animal to England in 1176, presumably to improve the protein diet of the peasantry’ thus, bringing it into the sphere of his own area of expertise in medieval history.[footnoteRef:17] It was a very specific date, which presented it as a fact, and which features the dogmatic approach in previous scientific discourse.  This ‘fact’ of rabbits being imported to England, has more recently been reported as being a thousand years earlier than White states and found that rabbits were probably kept as an ‘exotic pet’ rather than a food source[footnoteRef:18] highlighting a problem with science and its ontological discourse.  [14:  Tom Morris, ‘Aldous Huxley 26 Jul 1894 - 22 Nov 1963’ on Internet Archive (last edited:  06 September 2022) < https://openlibrary.org/authors/OL19767A/Aldous_Huxley> [Accessed 13 November 2022].]  [15:  Aldous Huxley, Brave New World (Penguin Books, 1932).]  [16:  As defined by Google and Oxford Languages at <https://www.google.com/search?q=philistine&rlz=1C1VDKB_en-GBGB994GB996&oq=philistine&aqs=chrome..69i57j0i433i512j0i512l8.5485j0j7&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8> [Accessed 10 November 2022].]  [17:  White, ‘The Historical Roots’, p. 1203.]  [18:  Esther Addley, ‘Ben-Fur: Romans Brought Rabbits To Britain, Experts Discover’, The Guardian (US Edition),  Thu 18 Apr 2019,< https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2019/apr/18/ben-fur-romans-brought-rabbits-to-britain-experts-discover> [Accessed 05 November 2022].
Harry Cockburn, ‘Roman-Era Rabbit Bone Reveals Creatures Arrived in Britain 1,000 Years Earlier Than Thought’, Independent, Thursday 18 April 2019, 
< https://www.independent.co.uk/news/science/archaeology/rabbit-skeleton-roman-remains-arrival-species-invasive-fishbourne-palace-a8874376.html> [Accessed 05 November 2022].] 

White asserts that ‘all forms of life modify their context’ before giving one non-human example which is followed by many more human examples, conjecturing that humans and their hunting methods may have contributed to environmental impacts and grasslands in the Pleistocene (ice age) which preceded the Holocene (deglaciation), which marked the proliferation of human beings. White’s paper was a call to action and asked the question ‘what shall we do?’  he replies that ‘shallow’ responses are not enough that it needs a challenge to ‘fundamentals and an understanding of the philosophy behind science and technology, which White argued are the current vehicles for the exploitation of nature. He presented many historical examples where humans have affected the environment as a beginning to understand how anthropocentric attitudes and ‘arrogance’ in religion, technology, and science have progressed the instrumental and unspiritual treatment of nature.[footnoteRef:19]  ‘For White, religion was the decisive variable that had fueled but could now reverse environmental decline.’[footnoteRef:20] Finally, White advocated the position of Saint Francis Assisi as an alternative Christian stance  for the future of Christianity[footnoteRef:21] and the re-enchantment of nature, in what Taylor and others have coined as ‘the greening of religion.’[footnoteRef:22] White did not think the solution to the ecological crisis could be technological or scientific, rather that it lay in a spiritual revolution. [19:  White, Jr. ‘The historical Roots’, p. 1207.]  [20:  Taylor, Dark Green Religion, p. 371.]  [21:  Eugene C. Hargrove, ‘Preface’, Religion and Environmental Crisis (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1986), p. xiv.]  [22:  Taylor, B., ‘The Greening of Religion Hypothesis (Part One).] 


Val Plumwood
Plumwood was an ecofeminist, a philosopher, an environmental activist, and a teacher, with positions at several academic institutions including Macquarie University, the University of Sydney, Murdoch University, the University of Tasmania, North Carolina State University, the University of California, and the University of Montana. [footnoteRef:23] Plumwood is esteemed as ‘one of the world’s leading environmental philosophers’, and at the time of publication of the essay, in this analysis, Plumwood had authored or co-authored three books and published many papers including over twenty philosophy papers.[footnoteRef:24] Plumwood’s essay was published thirty-seven years later than White’s and much of the literature following White was influenced by his paper.  [23:  ISEE Newsletter, ‘‘Val Plumwood (11 August 1939 – 29 February 2008)’ International Society for Environmental Ethics, (Volume 19, No. 2 Spring/Summer 2008) <https://enviroethics.org/2008/02/29/val-plumwood-11-august-1939-%E2%80%93-29-february-2008/> Also available as a word document at <https://iseethics.files.wordpress.com/2011/03/volume-19-no-2-spring-2008.pdf> [Accessed 09 November 2022].]  [24:  Taylor, Dark Green Religion, p. 128.] 

In her introduction, Plumwood explained the theory of eco-feminism, some history, her focus, and ‘major aims.’ Plumwood also introduced some key feminist theorists writing between 1975 and 1982 (Rosemary Radford, Ruether, Ynestra King and Charlene Spretnak), with her main witness as King who wrote at the first ecofeminist conference (in 1980) ‘ecofeminism is about connectedness and wholeness of theory and practice. It asserts the special strength and integrity of every living thing.’[footnoteRef:25] After locating her paper within the feminist movement, Plumwood traced otherness, separateness, and inferiority/dominance back over ‘thousands of years [from] Ancient Greek society’ placing the pinnacle, or central point of supreme reference, as ‘the elite males’ (See Appendix). [25:  Ynestra King, ‘Women and Life on Earth: A Conference on Eco-Feminism in the Eighties’, cited by Maria Mies and Vandana Shiva, ‘Ecofeminism’, in Feminisms, ed. by Sandra Kemp & Judith Squires (Oxford University Press, 1997), pp. 497-503 (p. 498).] 

By drawing on the binary oppositions, that Plumwood argued to exist in Western culture and maintain power structures, she linked them to Ancient Greek society and went on to state that it was ‘androcentric' (male-centred), ‘anthropocentric’ (a concept that means only humans have intrinsic or moral value, and everything else has instrumental value to humans) ‘and built on slavery’ and further that it was ruled by ’30 per cent [of] elite males’.[footnoteRef:26] This is a rather generalising and relativist accusation and a challenge for it implies that Ancient Greece was only composed of the thirty per cent that had assumed power. As Genevieve Lloyd wrote ‘the context of current philosophical debate, must inevitably conjure up the idea what is true or reasonable for men might be not at all so for women’ and could be further expanded to include the slaves and Populus, not just women.[footnoteRef:27] Unfortunately, it is an epistemological problem, as there is no evidence given to convey the thoughts of the majority of the people although Eva Cantarella argued that male and female slaves were exiled from ‘the Polis’ because of ‘servile status’ rather than because of sex.[footnoteRef:28] With the inclusion of ‘elite’ before ‘man’, Plumwood addressed unequal, patriarchal, socio-economic power relations, and posited the need for these relationships to be addressed or ‘rethought’.[footnoteRef:29]   [26:  Plumwood, ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment’, p. 45.]  [27:  Genevieve Lloyd, The Man of Reason: "Male" And "Female" In Western Philosophy (Minneapolis : University  
of Minnesota Press, 1984), p. iii.]  [28:  Eva Cantarella, cited in Elizabeth V. Spelman, Inessential Woman: Problems of Exclusion in Feminist Thought (Boston: Beacon Press, 1988), p. 50.]  [29:  ] 

Plumwood’s main argument was levied at ‘hyper separation’ and the ‘oppositional spheres’ (See Appendix) created by the dualisms in sexism, racism, capitalism, and colonialism which she argued influence the domination of nature in reference to the ecological crisis. 
with philosophy and social theory that has analysed processes of symbolisation and representation that have fractured a harmonious    
     Not co-dependent or considered to be inclusive in the food web which is unhelpful in dealing with ecological crisis p..44 Agency and privilege ‘dominant gender, class and species category of elite men’[footnoteRef:30] Does not actually address age although it is included with the inclusion of men rather than males. [30:  Plumwood, ‘Gender’, p.47.] 

                                                                                                                                                                                         
[bookmark: _Hlk118992187][bookmark: _Hlk118996773]Like White, Plumwood, argued that Western science and technology became a vehicle for further subjugation of, and the dissociation from, nature. Rather than White’s view that Christianity generated the attitude toward science, Plumwood posited that science, as a power, originally superseded religion but later when it gained ‘status’ from religion became updated to include the control of nature for ‘salvation’. White and Plumwood, claimed that Christianity was a dominant moulding force in Western culture stemming from a point in history, that Bronislaw Szerszynski, a professor in sociology at Lancaster university, referred to as the ‘first axial age’. The concept of an axial age was borrowed from Karl Jaspers (1949) who perceived it as a ‘revolutionary shift’ in religion and philosophy causing changes in culture, that happened across vast areas of Eurasia, approximately halfway through the first millennium BCE.[footnoteRef:31] Szerszynski proposed ‘that Axial cultures were characterized by a cosmological gap between mundane and transcendent realms’ and that this signified the beginning of the Anthropocene and further argued that although White located Christianity’ and potentially all Abrahamic religions, as precursors to the beliefs and attitudes leading to the current ecological crisis: [31:  Bronislaw Szerszynski, ‘From the Anthropocene Epoch to a New Axial Age: Using Theory-Fictions to Explore Geo-Spiritual Futures’, Religion in the Anthropocene, ed. by Celia Deane-Drummond, Sigurd Bergmann & Markus Vogt (Cascade Books, an Imprint of Wipf and Stock Publishers: Kindle Edition, 2017), pp. 35-52 (p. 36).] 

White’s argument is particularly applicable to the Abrahamic religions, but aspects of his argument can with care be applied to all Axial cultures, which, in their invention of the abstract human and universal ethics, created cultural forms that were ripe for export and expansion.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Szerszynski, ‘From the Anthropocene Epoch to a New Axial Age’, p. 37.] 

Thus, Szerszynski posited that the changes in culture were not only limited to the Abrahamic religions. Geographer Yi-Fu Tuan challenged, shortly after White’s paper, ‘the idea of a naturally environmentalist Asia’ he argued that ‘in China, there was massive deforestation long before it could have been corrupted by an anti-environmental Christian civilization.’[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Yi-Fu Tuan, cited in Taylor, Dark Green Religion, p. 12.] 

Both writers criticised anthropocentrism and saw it as central to the ecological crisis but whereas White tied the ecological crisis to the role of the Christian church in the subjugation of nature Plumbwood’s ecological feminist ideology located the problem within the masculine dominance of the feminine and the subsequent power dichotomies which are conflated with the exploitation of nature. Similarly, both writers reference hunting, for White it was a ‘hypothesis that his fire-drive method of hunting created the world's great grasslands and helped to exterminate; the monster mammals of the Pleistocene.’ For Plumwood it is related to vegetarianism and the ethical concerns for the welfare of animals and respectful treatment which she then extended to factory farming. Also, the decontextualising omission that women do, in fact, hunt smaller animals in hunter-gatherer societies.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Plumwood, ‘Gender’, pp. 51-52.] 

linked to consumerism and a distorted ‘framework of thought’ which is reductive.


Hyperobject of Morton
Structure
Whereas White identified the aim of his paper in the title Plumwood clearly identifies it at the end of her introduction. White does not define any terms such as ‘Pleistocene’ and ‘bocage’, and although there are not many the paper makes multiple historical references that are specifically aimed at the scholar, for example his ‘fire-drive method’ or ‘the technology of Vasco da Gamma and Albuquerque’ which are necessary to grasp the extent of his lecture. As it was said earlier, the paper was originally a lecture which would account for the lack of references. 
Conversely, Plumwood’s essay is a chapter in a book that is aimed at students and academics with the current themes and central debates relevant in environmental sociology. Plumwood’s paper is eighteen pages long and Includes a Discussion Questions section, a Glossary of Terms, and a Bibliography. She uses subheadings to illustrate the theoretical and historical background of feminism, different types of feminism, and key debates which include abuses of women and non-humans. There are a multitude of references and citations representative of an academic paper although it is worth mentioning that the first quote of  King (1989) has no reference.[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Plumwood, ‘Gender’, p. 43.] 


While White places the environmental crisis within a historical trajectory and draws on cultural events, Plumwood’s paper works from the premise that the crisis is happening but does not present any specific incidents rather it is an ideological, movement.

Philistine link to Morton. The and 

Nature is portrayed as synonymous with earth and neglects the atmosphere
the idea of essentialism, or "a belief that things have set characteristics." Some people believe equating women with nature reinforces the dichotomy of gender norms that feminism sought to avoid.
Conclusion
Both theorists have talked about power and subjugation but have dealt with it in different ways. White’s paper was relatively short without references or a bibliography which was because it was originally a lecture. Because it was given as a lecture the presentation is much more personal. It was a seminal paper presented at the beginning of discussions in environmental philosophy. Conversely, Plumbwood presented, over three decades later, with White’s paper to draw on, a chapter in a book and a critical theory built on the power relationships of gender transposed onto the natural world. Oppression of women by male-centred elites such as the privileged governors of the church system. 
Both authors locate the problem of the ecological crisis with male-centred dominance and oppressive attitudes and promote ‘Dark green religion [which] is generally deep ecological, biocentric, or ecocentric, considering all species to be intrinsically valuable, that is, valuable apart from their usefulness to human beings.’[footnoteRef:36] However, their foci, approaches, methods, and style of writing are very different. Given the different times of writing and the different backgrounds of the authors, they both present convincing arguments but rather than seeing them as separate it is possible to understand them as part of Morton’s hyperobject and the intersection of language, religion as spirituality, the environment, and gender. [36:  Taylor, Dark Green Religion, p. 406.] 



conversational tone by Personal narrative 

Bibliography














Appendix


Oppositional Spheres


                                                                                  Centre
Higher Order
Powerful •dominant
Elite Males
Master
Transcended physical labour
Mind •consciousness 
Spirit
Reason
Culture
active










              are
                                                                            
                                                                                 Hyper Separated

                                                                                                                  
                                                                                                                                 Periphery
                                                                                                                    Lower Order
                                                                                                                               Powerless •exploited
                                                                                                         female (naturalised)• slaves •pre-human 
                                                                                               animals •non-human •resources •ethnic others
                                                                                                                                   labourer
                                                                                                                             Body •Mindless
                                                                                                                          Physicality •Materiality
                                                                                                                                Emotionality 
                                                                                                                             Nature (feminised) 
                                                                                                                                   Passive

2

