[bookmark: _Hlk56435997]Comparisons and Contrasts in the works of 
Lynn White Jnr ‘s ‘ The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis’ and Val Plumwood’s ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment’

Ingrid McElroy

The following essay sets out to compare and contrast two influential voices in the ecological debate as to what ‘world views’ may have led to the environmental dilemma that now faces humanity.  It examines the works of Lynn White Jnr as contained in his article  ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’[footnoteRef:1] and of Val Plumwood as set out in ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment’[footnoteRef:2].   Commencing with a summary of each work and the context within which it was written, this essay goes on to explore a number of key views held in common and to analyse their treatment by both writers in shades of similarity and of contrast. [1:  White, Lynn. “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis.” Science, vol. 155, no. 3767, 1967, pp. 1203–1207. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/1720120. Accessed 17 Nov. 2020.]  [2:  Plumwood, Val “Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment” pps xxxxx in Controversies in Environmental Sociology, Ed. Rob White Cambridge University Press, https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511804434] 

Lynn White Jnr was Professor of History in the University of California and a leading figure in the field of medieval history and technology[footnoteRef:3].   Nevertheless, as neither a theologian or an environmentalist, in 1967 White published, what over 50 years later, is still considered a contentious and ground-breaking article provoking much debate within both religious and ecological discourse.    [3:  Hall, Bert S. “Lynn Townsend White, Jr. (1907-1987).” Technology and Culture, vol. 30, no. 1, 1989, pp. 194–213. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/3105471. Accessed 17 Nov. 2020.] 

The socio-political context within which White was writing has critical importance to why he may have been moved to give the speech and write the article. The late 1960s was a period of political turbulence.  It witnessed wars in Vietnam and in the Middle East both of which were to leave long and bitter legacies, alongside the growth of social justice movements seeking to redress racial segregation and social injustice and of counter cultural movements questioning political, gender and sexual mores. 
However, White was writing also at a time of deepening environmental concerns.   There were dangerous smog alerts, large oil spills and ‘(n)uclear proliferation and photos of Earth from space emphasise(d) the consequences of technological achievements, as well as Earth's truly fragile place in the Universe.’[footnoteRef:4]  It is apparent that White was deeply affected about these issues and writes “(w)ith the population explosion, the carcinoma of plan-less urbanism, the now geological deposits of sewage and garbage surely no creature other than man has ever managed to foul its nest in such short order”[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  European Environmental Agency https://www.eea.europa.eu/environmental-time-line/1960s accessed 17/11/2020]  [5:  White, Lynn. “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis.” Science, vol. 155, no. 3767, 1967, page 1204] 

It should be noted at this juncture that White first advanced his argument in a lecture to the Association of American Academy of Science[footnoteRef:6] and the article is written much more in the style of a speech than an academic paper and while later criticized for some of its unevidenced suppositions[footnoteRef:7],  it could be argued that it would not have had the same impact as it did if written in formal academic tone.  Indeed, Bron Taylor writing later about White’s impact on ecological discussion within religious spheres highlights the fact that by 2016 the document had been cited no less than 4,600 in the scholarly world[footnoteRef:8]. By combining separate academic disciplines of history, religion and the environment his style of approach Elspeth Whitney claims White influenced the development of multifaceted ecology fields such as Eco-theology and Eco-history and ‘American environmentalism as a social and intellectual movement’.[footnoteRef:9]  [6:  Taylor, B. “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, vol. 10, no. 3, Nov. 2016, pp. 268-05, doi:10.1558/jsrnc.v10i3.29010.page 269]  [7:  Ibid ]  [8:  Ibid ]  [9:  Whitney, E. (2015) Lynn White Jr.'s ‘The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis’ After 50 Years. History Compass, 13: 396– 410. doi: 10.1111/hic3.12254.] 

White’s central thesis is that western Christianity ideology holds a direct responsibility for the planet’s environmental degradation and this can be evidenced through the technological advances over the millennia in Western Europe. White also discusses divergences in Western and Eastern approaches to natural theology which may have played an influencing role. In the early Greek church nature is a symbolic system through which God speaks whilst in the Latin church it developed an approach rather more like a quest to understand God’s mind ‘by discovering how his creation operates’.[footnoteRef:10] Effectively the Eastern approach in White’s view more abstract and artistic whilst the West developed along more rational and scientific lines. Western Christianity’s interpretation of the Genesis story and its scientific approach and support of technological developments had a culminative effect and fundamentally changed the intrinsic relationship between humanity and nature.   [10:  White, Lynn. “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis.” Science, vol. 155, no. 3767, 1967, page 1206] 

White used to illustrate this point the example of how the introduction of a new type of plough to north western Europe which cut deep to overturn the soil resulted in  “distribution of land…. Based no longer on the needs of a family, but, rather, on the capacity of a power machine to till the earth. Man’s[footnoteRef:11] relation to the soil was profoundly changed.”[footnoteRef:12]    This change in relationship, in which man is no longer part of nature rather the director of its exploitation in White’s view proved to further Christianity’s creation narrative in which Man is made in God’s image and, as separate to nature, grants Man dominion over it.     [11:  Please note as White uses the term Man and Mankind the word is replicated in this essay where relevant to White’s writing.]  [12:  White, Lynn. “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis.” Science, vol. 155, no. 3767, 1967, page 1205] 

Advancements in harnessing the power of water, construction and agricultural methods may have made life less hard but in doing so it has severely disturbed the ecological equilibrium.  White points out[footnoteRef:13] that at first the ecological unbalance was barely discernible but from the Industrial Revolution onward, the speed of ecological disruption in tandem with expansion of  technological invention has become in danger of becoming irrevocable. [13:  Ibid page 1203] 

White’s clarion call to humanity was to query the fundamental beliefs about its relationship with nature but  to do so by re-examining core religious dogma.  ‘What we do about ecology depends on our ideas of the man-nature relationship. More science and more technology are not going to get us out of this present ecological crisis until we find a new religion or rethink our old one’[footnoteRef:14].  White ends  his article by suggesting that Christianity should revisit the work of St Francis of Assisi, though stifled in his time, who ‘tried to depose man from his monarchy over creation and set up a democracy of all God’s creatures’.[footnoteRef:15].    Twelve years after the publication of this paper Pope John Paul II named St Francis of Assisi as the patron saint of ecology.[footnoteRef:16] [14: Ibid  Page 1206]  [15:  Ibid Page 1207]  [16:  Encyclopaedia Britannica https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-Francis-of-Assisi accessed 17/11/2020] 

Bron Taylor throughout in his assessment of the legacy White’s paper left[footnoteRef:17] evidences that White was not in fact the first thinker, as many claim, to put forward this argument and he owes an important debt to preceding writers that he would have had to have been influenced by, including Carson, Leopold and Schweitzer[footnoteRef:18] but Taylor also gives credence to the important role had White had highlighting the critical part religion plays in shaping environmental behaviours and accelerating the pace to religious re-examination of ecological beliefs and environmental redress.   Whitney also agrees that many of his statements have been proved by a series of academics in medieval history and in Theology to be inaccurate or sweeping in their generalisations however White’s legacy was that he ‘had tapped into a reservoir of deeply-held but unresolved cultural issues about the roots of the environmental damage inflicted on the earth’. [footnoteRef:19] [17:  Taylor, B. “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, vol. 10, no. 3, Nov. 2016, doi:10.1558/jsrnc.v10i3.29010. ]  [18:  Ibid page 273 and 281]  [19:  Whitney, E. (2015) Lynn White Jr.'s ‘The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis’ After 50 Years. History Compass, 13: 396– 410. doi: 10.1111/hic3.12254.Page 406] 

[bookmark: _Hlk56075221]Writing some twenty years later than White, by which date both ecology and feminism had become mainstream topics of debate,   Val Plumwood was a leading Australian environmental philosopher whose book Feminism and the Mastery of Nature (1992) has become a classic’ [footnoteRef:20]    The work which this essay focusses  is ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment’[footnoteRef:21] contained within the book Controversies  in Environmental Sociology.[footnoteRef:22] [20:  Deborah Bird Rose Val Plumwood's Philosophical Animism: Attentive Interactions in the Sentient World Environmental Humanities (2013) 3 (1): 93–109.https://doi.org/10.1215/22011919-3611248 page 94]  [21:  Plumwood, Val. (2004). Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment. 43-60. 10.1017/CBO9780511804434.004.]  [22:  Controversies in Environmental Sociology Ed. Robert White, Cambridge University Press 2004.  ] 

As a chapter in a  textbook it presupposes an audience with a familiarity of the subject matter seeking to further knowledge rather advancing new theories for peer review.   Therefore,  Plumwood, before setting out her own position, begins with by a survey of key issues and debates which have informed eco-feminism.   She commences by outlining the main ecofeminist critique of western culture which has two main principles: firstly, that there can be no feminism without a ecological perspective and equally no ecological change without embracing feminism; secondly, that western culture has associated women with the perceived lower order of nature, animality, materiality, and physicality and men with the higher order of mind, reason and culture.  Plumwood uses the example of ancient Greek society hailed as the cradle of democracy and philosophical knowledge yet critically built its wealth on slavery.   Greek philosophy weighted the spirit, mind and reason and devalued materiality and embodiment as inferior.  This notion of the devaluation of body and matter became widespread in western culture and hugely influenced Christianity ideology Christian notions of salvation and domination[footnoteRef:23]. [23:  Plumwood, Val. (2004). Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment
10.1017/CBO9780511804434.004. Page 45] 

Plumwood then examines ecofeminism to show it as not one uniform school of thought but to highlight some of the divergent views contained within it.   Radical feminism sees environmental degradation as a causal factor of patriarchy and the oppression of women, Social ecofeminism has advanced the Marxist framework of production to show how it reduces the value of women’s labour and the environment that it depends on. [footnoteRef:24]   [24:  Ibid pages46-47] 

Critical Eco-feminism was the school of thought Plumwood herself adhered to and she uses two examples to highlight its distinguishing features and contributions to the eco-feminist debate.    Beginning with the notion of Essentialism, the idea that entities have core attributes,  she critiques the Artemisian feminist viewpoint[footnoteRef:25] for its belief that gender liberation will mean women joining man in an unproblematic culture and thereby embracing the associated ideals and characteristics of androcentrism and as Patrick Curry says ‘would not be much of an ethical advance on what we have’.[footnoteRef:26]   She equally criticises the gynocentric feminist view insofar as it's uncritical celebration of women as nurturers and its assumption of a universal women's nature as essentialism[footnoteRef:27].   Critical Ecofemism challenges this theory  arguing that women are not an exclusive link to nature and states the view that  this is not compatible with equality, women are no more part of nature then men and that ‘a truly human life is embedded in both nature and culture’.[footnoteRef:28].  [25:  Ibid Pages 48-49]  [26:  Curry, Patrick; Ecological Ethics An Introduction  2nd Edn (Polity Press 2019) I Page 1331.]  [27:  Plumwood, Val. (2004). Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment. 43-60. 10.1017/CBO9780511804434.004. Page 48]  [28:  Ibid page 51] 

The final part of  Plumwood’s paper uses the example of human use of animals as food within the context of a nature/culture divide to examine what Plumwood calls the Ecological Animalism versus Ontological Veganism debate[footnoteRef:29].  This discussion touches upon the concept of Essentialism and Plumwood firstly argues that feminist thinking needs to recognise women's lives are lived within diverse cultures within the meaning of hunting and eating other animals.   She then argues that ethical consideration needs to be given, in the case of factory bred animals, to whether the abuse of animals results from individual weakness and greed for meat or is it formed on ‘a capitalist system of rationality and profitability that minimises the animals share of the world and reduced them to commodities and resource is for consumption’[footnoteRef:30]. Plumwood asserts that Ontological Vegans have reflected a dualistic view in their arguments that predation by animals is situated within nature and by humans within culture. [footnoteRef:31] [29:  Ibid]  [30:  Ibid page 52the ass]  [31:  Ibid page 55] 

Plumwood ends by asserting that the only way to counteract the human/nature dualism associated in human-centredness is undertake two interconnected tasks – ‘re-situating humans in ecological terms and non-humans in ethical terms’[footnoteRef:32]. [32:  Ibid page 57] 

Plumwood and White’s papers point to quite distinct foci in the search to find fundamental root causes to the environmental crisis,   Plumwood’s being patriarchy and White’s Christianity.   It could be argued that patriarchy as a dominant belief system is found in other world religions including Islam, Judaism and Hinduism, is located throughout a great many human societies and considerably predates Christianity. However, the influence on Christianity by patriarchal attitudes and the influence on western patriarchy by Christian beliefs are so intertwined as to make it difficult to disentangle where one starts and one ends. Nevertheless, to both Plumwood and White, they are the key ideologies that have significantly changed the shape of the essential relationship between humanity and nature and both writers agree that there is an urgent need to re-examine this. Effectively this is the crux of their arguments .     
Moreover, Plumwood and White find common philosophical concepts which further bind their arguments.   Both agree that  Anthropocentrism, the view that humankind is the centre of morality, is of essential ecological concern.   For White ‘Christianity is the most anthropocentric religion the world has seen’. Plumwood concurs on the burden that Anthropocentric view has had on nature but also  expands the debate into a feminist one where it examines the essential Androcentric quality to it i.e. it is not just humanity but the male gender that is the superior centre to the prevailing worldview.     
A curious question arising is whether White, who makes no obvious reference to Feminism, though not surprising given the date of its authorship, would have done so on reflection.     It is interesting to note in that Hall[footnoteRef:33] explains that even in the 1940s and 50’s White was a well-known advocate of the liberal arts, small colleges  and women's education[footnoteRef:34].   According to Hall  ‘White spoke to many issues feminism continues to debate today’[footnoteRef:35].   From this one could conjecture that if written a decade later White  may indeed have referred to the feminist contribution to ecological discussions.   [33:  Hall, Bert S. “Lynn Townsend White, Jr. (1907-1987).” Technology and Culture, vol. 30, no. 1, 1989, pp. 194–213. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/3105471. Accessed 17 Nov. 2020 ]  [34:  Ibid 196]  [35:  Ibid 197] 

The role dualistic modelling has had on ecology is central to both works.  For White it is the human/nature divide cleaved by Christianity while Plumwood as a philosopher delves deeper into the structuralist issues utilising  feminine critiques that finds the divides as inherently unequal, based on superior and inferior biases.  Bird Rose states that a key concept to Plumwood’s work is that of hyper-separation which is as Plumwood explained it is ‘the structure  of dominance that drives western binaries, including nature/culture, female/male, matter/mind, savage/civilised.   The hyper-separation structure accords value to one side of the binary and relegates the other side to a position of oppositional subordination’[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Deborah Bird Rose Val Plumwood's Philosophical Animism: Attentive Interactions in the Sentient World Environmental Humanities (2013) 3 (1): 93–109.https://doi.org/10.1215/22011919-3611248 page 94] 

White’s theory of Christianity’s creation story which gives humankind dominion of nature is echoed in Plumwood’s work when she refers to the concept of mastery as patriarchal consciousness and the ‘master-slave’ dualism as a dominant/inferior relationship.    She expounds this further to theorise that by controlling and rationalising nature, modern science and the technological-industrial conquest of nature has developed a new human task that of achieving salvation on earth[footnoteRef:37].  [37:  Plumwood, Val. (2004). Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment
10.1017/CBO9780511804434.004. Page 45] 

Whilst both writers use prevailing political societal power systems i.e. the institutions of religion and patriarchy to explain the ruptured relationship between humankind and nature it is somewhat curious that White makes no reference to the political land system of Feudalism in the medieval period and the influence it may have had on the perceptions of humankind to nature and this not mentioned in Whitney’s, Hall’s or Taylor’s work Feudalism was based on a system whereby  land was given by the royal ruler to the nobility in exchange for military service, vassals were tenants of the nobles while the peasants i.e. the drivers of the oxen, were “’obliged to live on their lord's land and give him homage, labour, and a share of the produce, notionally in exchange for military protection’.[footnoteRef:38] .  If one works the land for another’s profit one could conjecture it colours the relationship and indeed it sometimes seems in White’s writing that he views  pre-technological times as somewhat of a pastoral idyll. [38:  Oxford English Dictionary https://www.lexico.com/definition/feudalism] 

Equally, Plumwood in relating the ethical context of eating animals makes no mention of the relevance socio-economic inequalities may play in urban contexts and as opposed to female hunting within indigenous communities. However, as Patrick Curry points out Plumwood steered toward a philosophical and cultural analyses in her work than other ecofeminists who focus more on a political materialistic framework[footnoteRef:39]. [39:  Curry, Patrick Ecological Ethics An Introduction 2nd Edition page 128] 

Animism, which predates both formal religion and patriarchal systems, is touched on by White explaining that ‘in antiquity every tree, every spring, every stream,  every hill had its own genius loci,  its Guardian spirit’[footnoteRef:40] . Plumwood makes no direct reference to Animism though she frequently refers to the non-human.  However, as witnessed in Bird Rose’s paper[footnoteRef:41] Plumwood spent much time with indigenous aborigines and her work increasingly moved towards an interest in what she called ‘philosophical animism’ a recognition that personhood goes beyond humans and the relationship between human and non-human is requires a critical re-thinking. Bird Rose goes on to describe Plumwood’s animism as similar to the aboriginal – a pathway to open-ended encounter. [40:  White, Lynn. “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis.” Science, vol. 155, no. 3767, 1967, page 1205]  [41:  Deborah Bird Rose Val Plumwood's Philosophical Animism: Attentive Interactions in the Sentient World Environmental Humanities (2013) 3 (1): 93–109.https://doi.org/10.1215/22011919-3611248 page 96] 

Both White and Plumwood argue for a radical re-thinking of our relationship with nature.  In terms of White it is to question the interpretation of the Genesis story and the values of its legacy - Man, is made in the image of God whilst everything else with the other.   Moreover, God gave dominion over the earth to man and therefore over nature and of animals.   Ultimately though, White as a practicing Christian believed that “Since the roots of our trouble are so largely religious, the remedy must also be essentially religious, whether we call it that or not’.[footnoteRef:42]   [42:  White, Lynn. “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis.” Science, vol. 155, no. 3767, 1967, page 1207
] 

Plumwood’s critical ecofeminist view also calls for a  fundamental re- framing of humanity's relationship with nature. She argues that that human/nature dualism is a constant backdrop historically and an active force in contemporary life.  ‘If the basic structure of thought….is linked pairs of dualist contrasts…. rethinking of all these categories is required’[footnoteRef:43]. [43:  Plumwood, Val. (2004). Gender, Eco-Feminism and the Environment
10.1017/CBO9780511804434.004. Page 44] 

In summary, Plumwood and White, while taking two distinct avenues i.e. analyses of the roles of Christianity and that of patriarchy as key historical and contemporary influences to the ecological crisis, illustrate how underlying the concurrent  philosophies of  anthropocentrism and dualism have been both dominant and critical forces in the road to ecological degradation.   Both writers call on humanity to deeply reflect  - in White’s case on religion and in Plumwood’s on gender - and are united in a similar purpose, calling for a radical re-examination and re-union of a harmonious relationship with between humans, nature and the non-human.
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