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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
Introduction 
[bookmark: _Int_BrHUPfoT]This essay compares and contrasts Lynn White’s article on ‘The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis’[footnoteRef:3] with Val Plumwood's paper on ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment'.[footnoteRef:4] The essay aims to discuss the theoretical perspectives of the authors and their suggested approaches to solving the contemporary ecological crisis. The definition of an environmental crisis, provided by Chris Park and Michael Allaby, states the concept simply as ‘a term used to describe the sum of the environmental problems that we face today’.[footnoteRef:5] This essay aims to evaluate each paper based on their approaches to two main topics: firstly, how they address the cause of the ecological emergency, and secondly how they suggest that the crisis is resolved.  [3:   Lynn White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, Science, 155 (1967), 1203-1207 <https://doi.org/10.1126/science.155.3767.1203>.]  [4:  Val Plumwood, ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment’, in Controversies in Environmental Sociology, ed. By Rob White (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 43-60.]  [5:  ‘Environmental Crisis’, in A Dictionary of Environment and Conservation [online] < https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780199641666.001.0001/acref-9780199641666-e-2583?rskey=ISNLcQ&result=2853 > [accessed 14 November 2022].] 

[bookmark: _Int_6lZRnVjm]Both papers argue that there is a fundamental divide between how humans and nature are viewed, and it is this disconnection which has caused the current problem; however, the articles address this issue in separate ways. White proposes that the premise of human domination over nature in Christianity is at the root of the separation between humans and the non-human. Plumwood, on the other hand, views this idea as a continuation of the Western divide between mind and body and highlights the wider cultural gap between men and women. The purpose of this essay is to explore the success and limitations of the methods used by the authors when writing on this topic. 
Context
[bookmark: _Int_IY05SsGw]‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’ was written by Lynn White Jr, a professor of medieval history, on the 10th of March 1967. White held various academic posts, including the Professor of Medieval History at Princeton,[footnoteRef:6] which demonstrates his expertise in the field. The paper was first published in ‘Science’,[footnoteRef:7] an online scientific journal which highlights the credibility of its information. Furthermore, the publication in this journal illustrates that the paper is targeted towards researchers and experts within the field and White’s writing style arguably demonstrates this. The focus of the article is on the historical causes of the current environmental catastrophe and the necessary solution to the problems. It can be argued that White has used a historical and theological framework through which to analyse the crisis and the structure of the text demonstrates the chronological developments within these areas.  [6:  Bert S Hall, ‘Lynn Townsend White, Jr. (1907-1987)’, Technology and Culture, 30.1, (1989), 194-312 (p.194) < https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/3105471#metadata_info_tab_contents> accessed 14 November 2022.]  [7:  Ibid., p.198.] 

[bookmark: _Int_FdIUjt9f][bookmark: _Int_nuNY0eqb]‘Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment’ was published by Val Plumwood in July 2004. Similarly to White’s article, Plumwood’s paper proposes an explanation for the cause of our current ecological crisis and a remedy for its ills. However, Plumwood uses a different theoretical framework than White as she attempts to explore the crisis through a critical eco-feminist perspective. Her paper was first published in the student textbook ’Controversies in Environmental Sociology’,[footnoteRef:8] and the accessibility of the language reflects this. As a prominent environmental scholar with a PhD in Philosophy,[footnoteRef:9] Plumwood’s credentials signify her speciality within this topic area.  [8:  Rob White, Controversies in Environmental Sociology, 1st edn. (New York: Cambridge University Press). ]  [9:  International Society for Environmental Ethics, Val Plumwood (11 August 1939-29 February 2008) < https://enviroethics.org/2008/02/29/val-plumwood-11-august-1939-%E2%80%93-29-february-2008/> [accessed 14 November 2022]. ] 

The Cause of the Current Ecological Crisis
[bookmark: _Int_82Xdfgby][bookmark: _Int_TcTbem8i]White’s article focuses on religion, particularly Latin forms of Christianity, as the cause of the present ecological issues. In his view, the shifts in scientific methods and technological advancement come as a result of Christian values, particularly the dominance of man over nature.[footnoteRef:10] It is these shifts, White argues, which have contributed to the extent of our current ecological crisis. For instance, White argues that the ‘victory of Christianity over paganism was the greatest psychic revolution in the history of our culture’.[footnoteRef:11] He suggests that the destruction of pagan animism made it easier for humans to abuse nature for their own ends as there is no longer a connection with the ‘genius loci’, or spirits of the land.[footnoteRef:12]  [10:  Lynn White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, Science, 155 (1967), 1203-1207 (p.1205) <https://doi.org/10.1126/science.155.3767.1203>.]  [11:  Ibid.]  [12:  Ibid.] 

[bookmark: _Int_zWvcuvhS][bookmark: _Int_cfqAkUVi]White’s paper presents a logical chronology of religious, historical and scientific advancements which he uses as evidence of his proposition. He provides an overview of the shifting context of ecological issues such as the ‘smog problem’ in London, 1285 to the contemporary shift in the ‘chemistry of the globes atmosphere as a whole’.[footnoteRef:13] He then follows on by exploring the historical basis of Western technology and science, before assessing the impact of Christian values on medieval society.  [13:  Ibid., p.1204.] 

[bookmark: _Int_YcEB0LVi]As an academic medieval historian, it is reasonable to assume that White’s evidence is accurate as the paper focuses on this topic area. However, despite this, and the strong chronological structure of the paper, the lack of any references throughout the text weakens the claims made by White as there is no method of authenticating the evidence presented. It has also been suggested by Bron Taylor in his article ‘The Greening of Religion Hypothesis (Part One)’,[footnoteRef:14] that White’s arguments are similar to those of Albert Schweitzer who ‘made essentially the same argument about the root of spiritually informed morality’[footnoteRef:15] five decades prior. Unfortunately, the lack of references makes it difficult for the reader to follow the academic developments within this topic area, making it harder to critically assess the arguments presented by White.  [14:  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‘, Journal for the Study of Religion Nature and Culture, 10.3 (2016), 268-305 <DOI: 10.1558/jsrnc.v10i3.29010>.]  [15:  Ibid., p.273.] 

[bookmark: _Int_DMdVkWtL][bookmark: _Int_oGJ9R1Od][bookmark: _Int_zlGpVh4R][bookmark: _Int_gTDwDsmT]Furthermore, some of the language used by White is potentially challenging for a modern reader, perhaps due to the paper being published in 1967. Individual terms such as ‘Occidental’[footnoteRef:16] and ‘perspicacity’,[footnoteRef:17] alongside references to seemingly unique places such as the Italian hill town of San Gimignano,[footnoteRef:18] means that a reader without prior knowledge of the topic area may struggle to understand White’s argument. However, as the paper was likely written for researchers already within the field, the standard of writing reflects this and is perhaps suited to the intended audience.  [16:  Lynn White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, Science, 155 (1967), 1203-1207 (p.1204) <https://doi.org/10.1126/science.155.3767.1203>.]  [17:  Ibid.]  [18:  Ibid.] 

[bookmark: _Int_hV82BAym][bookmark: _Int_EJIYco1A]Although the historical framework enables White to explore the ecological changes chronologically, there are arguably some limitations to this method of research. It can be argued that the experiences of women and other oppressed groups are neglected within this framework as it privileges the experience of only men. Furthermore, prominent feminist scholars have suggested that this oppression of women is inherently linked with the ecological crisis,[footnoteRef:19] which may suggest that White’s approach may be too narrow to tackle the issues. The failure to acknowledge any alternative perspectives weakens White’s argument as he does not address these wider cultural considerations in his discussion.  [19:  Mary Daly, Gyn/Ecology: The metaethics of radical feminism, (London: Womens Press, 1978). ] 

[bookmark: _Int_uyNN66H6]White’s background as a medieval historian enables him to provide a rich exploration of various historical and theological developments concerning ecological shifts, which presents a logical and in-depth perspective on the issues raised. However, the arguments used by White are somewhat weakened by the lack of critical analysis of his ideas or alternative scholarly work. The lack of references throughout the paper further weakens the argument as the concepts presented by White cannot be evaluated against the wider field of literature.
[bookmark: _Int_XBpgHUAS][bookmark: _Int_OOldox0I]In her article, Plumwood opts for a different theoretical framework through which to assess the causes of the current environmental disaster. Her approach is based on a critical eco-feminist understanding of the cause behind the crisis. She argues that the issues faced by women and by the non-human are inextricably linked and can only be addressed by breaking down the illusion of hyper-separation between ecology and culture. Plumwood asserts that to achieve this, the task involves ‘(re)situating humans in ecological terms and non-humans in ethical terms’.[footnoteRef:20] Arguably, Plumwood provides a valuable analysis of the causes of the ecological crisis through the theoretical framework used. By highlighting the inherent connection between ecology and human culture, and the subsequent rejection of it based on anthropocentric ideals, the critical approach adopted enables a stronger argument to be formed based on an evaluation of numerous factors. [20:  Val Plumwood, ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment’, in Controversies in Environmental Sociology, ed. By Rob White (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 43-60 (p.57).] 

Unlike White, Plumwood provides ample references for her arguments and regularly provides both in-text citations and footnotes which help to support her arguments. The reference to scholarly secondary sources strengthens her argument as it enables a critical assessment of the current literature in the field. Her critical analysis of similar theoretical frameworks, such as Gynocentric feminism,[footnoteRef:21]  strengthens Plumwood’s article as she provides an analytical response to their proposals. When compared to White’s paper, Plumwood’s article can be said to provide a more well-rounded exploration of the topic due to the inclusion of other scholars’ work.  [21:  Mary Daly, Gyn/Ecology: The metaethics of radical feminism, (London: Womens Press, 1978).] 

[bookmark: _Int_87bpxyKd]As Plumwood’s paper was published in a sociological textbook for students, it is to be expected that the language used is more accessible than that in Whites. Despite the use of unambiguous language, there are some specialised terms used within the text. However, the article has a glossary which provides definitions for the key terms used and enables the reader to clearly understand the argument presented. For this reason, Plumwood's paper is easier for a modern reader without previous knowledge to understand, thereby strengthening her work. 
[bookmark: _Int_YLxerfVg][bookmark: _Int_nFuQgKw8][bookmark: _Int_qntK7S0v]Plumwood’s critical eco-feminist approach to determining the cause of the ecological emergency enables a structured critique of pre-existing literature, thereby enabling her to develop a persuasive argument in response to their perceived failings. The inclusion of scholarly, secondary sources and concise language arguably strengthens Plumwood's argument and enables a good level of accessibility for all readers. As a result of these factors, it can be argued that Plumwood's approach to determining the cause of the ecological crisis provides a more compelling argument than Whites. 
The Solution to the Ecological Crisis
[bookmark: _Int_MU0HMN7r]After exploring the causes of the contemporary ecological crisis, White then goes on to explore what remedy is necessary to resolve the issue. After concluding that the crisis comes as a result of the impact of Christian values on scientific and technological innovations, it is White's proposal that ‘since the roots of our trouble are so largely religious, the remedy must also be essentially religious’.[footnoteRef:22] He also suggests that ‘more science and more technology are not going to get us out of the present ecological crisis until we find a new religion or re-think our old one’.[footnoteRef:23]When discussing what kind of ideals should be valued within our contemporary society, White notes St Francis of Assisi and his contribution to ecology as a Christian saint. He argues that St Francis ‘tried to substitute the idea of the equality of all creatures, including man’ and as the ‘greatest spiritual revolutionary’ should be hailed as a ‘patron saint for ecologists’.[footnoteRef:24]  [22:  Lynn White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, Science, 155 (1967), 1203-1207 (p.1207) <https://doi.org/10.1126/science.155.3767.1203>.]  [23:  Ibid., p.1206.]  [24:  Ibid., p.1207] 

[bookmark: _Int_tIt2zJLO][bookmark: _Int_3Q5eaQKO][bookmark: _Int_gStoslwy]In his paper, White's closing argument presents a logical solution to the issues of the current crisis based on his framework for addressing the issue. After proposing that the root of the issue stems from ideas in Christian theology, it seems appropriate that the solution must come from an ‘essentially religious’ [footnoteRef:25]standpoint. One of the strengths of White's arguments is that within contemporary society, spiritual practices have adapted immensely. Bron Taylor's research paper ‘Earth and Nature-Based Spirituality (Part 1)‘ shows that nature-based spiritual experiences may include ’mountaineering, neo-shamanic ritualising and states of consciousness induced by hallucinogens’[footnoteRef:26]. Research conducted by Botelho et al also demonstrates that within agroecology, farmers' relationships with the land began to change as they interacted with nature differently.[footnoteRef:27] This research arguably aligns with White's suggestion that we must ’rethink and refeel our nature and destiny’[footnoteRef:28] when considering how to realign humans with nature, therefore, strengthening his argument.  [25:  Ibid.]  [26:  Bron Taylor, ’Earth and Nature-Based Spirituality (Part 1): From Deep Ecology to Radical Environmentalism’, Religion, 31.2 (2001), 175-193 (p.175) <DOI:10.1006/reli.2000.0256>.]  [27:  Maria Izabel Vieira Botelho, Irene Maria Cardoso & Kei Otsuki,’“I made a pact with God, with nature, and with myself”: exploring deep agroecology’, Agroecology and Sustainable Food Systems, 40.2 (2016), 116-131 <doi.org/10.1080/21683565.2015.1115798>.]  [28:  Lynn White Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, Science, 155 (1967), 1203-1207 (p.1207) <https://doi.org/10.1126/science.155.3767.1203>.] 

[bookmark: _Int_qaPAqF5u]The notion that religious action can help solve the ecological crisis can be observed today through the participation of almost 40 religious leaders at the last UN Climate Change Conference.[footnoteRef:29] The inclusion of religious figures at these events can be said to strengthen White's argument that religiously inspired action can help to remedy the climate crisis. One specific example of this is the Save Soil campaign pioneered by Indian yogi and mystic, Sadhguru; the campaign focuses on ’increasing the organic content in cultivatable soil’.[footnoteRef:30] It can be argued, therefore, that White's proposal for a religious solution remains a viable option for modern society as we experience cultural shifts which support and strengthen his argument.  [29:  United Nations Climate Change, World Religious Leaders and Scientists Make pre-COP26 Appeal (2021) < https://unfccc.int/news/world-religious-leaders-and-scientists-make-pre-cop26-appeal> [accessed 15 November 2022].]  [30:  Save Soil, Soil is Dying (2022) <https://consciousplanet.org/> [accessed 15 November 2022].] 

[bookmark: _Int_lpwATpyx][bookmark: _Int_lDftYW7F]However, the application of theoretical ideas into practical action can pose challenges. It may be argued that other theoretical frameworks enable a solution to the ecological crisis which offers a greater level of pragmatism for all, rather than based on individual participation. One example of this is Plumwood's approach in which she advocates reintegrating human culture and ecology alongside one another; this arguably provides a strong foundational principle to build on when discussing how to make ecological changes. Despite individual efforts based on religious inspiration, it is necessary for a fundamental shift in the values of society and the ‘essentially religious’ solution proposed by White can be viewed as too vague in comparison to other proposals. 
White also suggests that St Francis of Assisi should be supported as the patron saint for ecological change because of his behaviour and attitude towards the natural world. Although White presents St Francis as an ecological pioneer, his proposal has received some scholarly criticism. For example, it has been highlighted by Taylor in the ‘Greening of Religion’[footnoteRef:31] that St Francis ‘was not advancing the idea that eco-systems and non-human organisms have intrinsic worth’[footnoteRef:32] but instead derive their value from being one of God’s creations. This does not fit with some contemporary perspectives on spirituality and ecology in which nature itself becomes sacred. Furthermore, White’s description of St Francis as ’greatest spiritual revolutionary’ appears hollow without any evidence and reads more like his opinion than a critical assessment. Because of this, White's arguments in favour of St Francis are quite unconvincing to the reader. [31:  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‘, Journal for the Study of Religion Nature and Culture, 10.3 (2016), 268-305 <DOI: 10.1558/jsrnc.v10i3.29010>.]  [32:  Ibid., p.272.] 

[bookmark: _Int_svqB3Zhs][bookmark: _Int_gPWPanDK][bookmark: _Int_f76UPI90][bookmark: _Int_UfsqL3iT][bookmark: _Int_MTJVq8pY]In her paper, Plumwood argues that to resolve the ecological crisis, the human nature dichotomy must be resolved to enable changes to be made. She posits that the Western nature of dualism including the human/nature divide is at the root of the ecological issues we face in contemporary society and the way to resolve this is through bridging the divide. Plumwood suggests that humans and nature must be reintegrated with one another to resolve the issues.[footnoteRef:33] In favour of her theoretical framework, she also argues that eco-feminism enables a ‘fuller, more integrated and coherent conception of the environmental problem’,[footnoteRef:34] thereby enabling humans to restore the connection between ecology and human culture. This recognition of the need for a multi-dimensional approach to the issue arguably encourages collaborative working between groups in order to resolve the problems; the framework recognises the interdependence of life and the need for each person to play their part. This can be said to provide a pragmatic solution to the problem, thereby strengthening Plumwood‘s argument.  [33: Val Plumwood, ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment’, in Controversies in Environmental Sociology, ed. By Rob White (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 43-60.]  [34:  Ibid., p.58.] 

[bookmark: _Int_B0eqPJIZ][bookmark: _Int_WDsUFxyR][bookmark: _Int_Kmi1NLRg]Similarly to White, Plumwood acknowledges the divide between humans and the non-human, but her focus is wider including an acknowledgement of the historical domination of men over women, slaves and the non-human who have typically been associated with the ‘inferior’ material world.[footnoteRef:35] White’s argument doesn’t recognise that though the world can be viewed as anthropocentric, it can also be perceived as androcentric,[footnoteRef:36] with men's experiences privileged above all else, something which is highlighted in Plumwood's text. By using a critical eco-feminist perspective, her paper recognises the wider cultural issues within the human world which is necessary to consider when attempting to resituate ecology and culture within each other. Her insight into this area arguably provides a more convincing argument than White's as she recognises a range of factors causing the crisis, and how to remedy this for the ecological world and for groups of people who have also been affected.  [35:  Ibid., p.45.]  [36:  Val Plumwood, ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment’, in Controversies in Environmental Sociology, ed. By Rob White (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 43-60.] 

[bookmark: _Int_b7nji91y][bookmark: _Int_inDbYVoc]Plumwood provides a historical overview of the root causes behind the divide between humans and nature. She notes that the wider cultural context of ancient Greece was 'androcentric, anthropocentric and built on slavery'[footnoteRef:37] perpetuated the divide between groups of ‘elite males’[footnoteRef:38] and the rest of society. She also recognises Plato's philosophy as a possible cause for the distinction between the material and immaterial and the ’devaluation of the body...in Western culture’.[footnoteRef:39] White also recognised the influence of ancient Greece and Plato in forming the divide between humans and nature which led him to a religious solution. This contrasts Plumwood's paper in which she focuses on the practical solution of reintegrating human culture alongside nature. As Plumwood’s paper focuses on the material conditions as to how to resolve the divide, it could be argued that she fails to consider a spiritual dimension to the crisis and how this may impact contemporary ecology. It may be argued that this failure to consider a spiritual solution means that there is not a set of values which can be applied to the situation grounded in a connection beyond the material world. It may be more beneficial to integrate spiritual beliefs alongside human culture and ecology to develop a robust response to the crisis.  [37:  Ibid., p.45.]  [38:  Ibid.]  [39:  Ibid.] 

Conclusion
[bookmark: _Int_dhPhTwrR][bookmark: _Int_VtBQfmDv]The distinct approaches provided by White and Plumwood in their respective papers, enable the reader to view the ecological crisis and its remedies through alternate frameworks. White's paper focuses on Western Christian values as the cause behind our modern ecological crisis. His expertise in medieval history provides a linear structure alongside an interesting view of the development of modern society. White’s approach to solving the crisis also fits with modern ideas, to some extent, with a focus on a broadly religious approach. Nevertheless, the lack of references and critical debate of relevant scholars on the topic weakens White’s overall argument, particularly in comparison to Plumwood’s article. The specialised language and vague conclusion arguably mean that his paper fails to convince the reader of his argument.  
On the other hand, in Plumwood’s paper on critical eco-feminist thought, she provides a thorough and critical argument against pre-existing debates on the topic using strong secondary sources. Her systematic dismantling of opposing arguments strengthens Plumwood's position, and her solution provides a pragmatic solution to solving our ecological crisis. The recognition of the complexity of the issue is another way in which Plumwood’s argument can be seen as more compelling than White’s; this is because it enables pragmatic action by various groups within society. One critique that can be levelled towards Plumwood’s paper, however, is that her proposed solution relies on material action within both the human and natural world; a third spiritual dimension could help to bring both sides of the divide together to solve the current issues. Upon final evaluation of the texts, it is argued that Plumwood’s framework provides the more convincing argument when examining how to solve our environmental issues. 
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