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This essay will compare and contrast the journal article “The historical roots of our ecologic crisis” published in the journal Science in 1967 by Lynn Townsend White Jnr and the book chapter “The ecological self” by Bill Devall from his book, Deep Ecology: Living as if Nature Mattered published in 1985.
Lynn Townsend White Jnr was born in 1907 and died in 1987. He was a medieval professor at the University of Princeton. He also taught at Mills College and the University of California. In 1963, he was awarded the Pfizer Award and a Leonardo da Vinci award the following year. He is widely known for his article entitled, “The historical roots of our ecologic crisis” published in 1967 in the journal called Science (Hall, 1989). In his article he narrowed down into the factors that have contributed significantly to the on-going ecologic crisis faced worldwide. This was intended to give a deeper understanding into his point of view and the cause of the crisis particularly pointing to the Christianity religion and called for people to begin to change their mind-sets about the ecosystem. In order to make changes in lifestyle, attitudes and behaviours he believed that it was fundamental to look into the past and understand how beliefs have led to a destruction in the ecosystem (White, 1967).
Bill Devall was a deep ecology sociologist who was born in 1938 and died in 2009. In 1968, he joined the Sociology Department at Humbolt State University in California where he spent most of his teaching profession. Arne Naess was his inspiration to write the book, “Deep Ecology: Living as is Nature Mattered” which he co-authored with George Sessions in 1985. Throughout his life, he was very active in conservation of nature which prompted him to be the founder for the North Coast Environmental Center located in Arcata. His book became the basis of understanding the ecological self and being in touch with nature to understand where we fit in the environment (International Society for Environmental Ethics, 2009).
In his paper, Lynn White Jnr takes his audience back to the past to try and figure out how the ecological crisis came to be. He reflected on the changes in development that have happened over the course if time and came to the conclusion that no one actually knows how it began. Dating back to millions of years ago, he traced how the world evolved with a rise in technology and science. He noted how these factors changed the environment as mankind harnessed resources from the earth, tilling it for their own benefits. Christianity is the main religion he talked about and blamed it for largely contributing to the exploit of the environment due to its doctrines. He praised Saint Francis of Assisi for his role in standing up for ecology and challenging the Christian beliefs about superiority. He claimed that the real cause of the crisis is Christianity and challenged its followers to revise the religion or come up with a new one in order to deal with this crisis. He further challenged humans to care for the environment and not see themselves as the dominant specie set out to exploit the lesser species (White, 1967).
Arne Naess was the greatest source of inspiration for Devall to write his book and he referred to Arne`s writings as he explained the ecological self. Bill Devall focused on the ecological self and how human beings need to embrace nature as a part of them. He argued that the dominant societal view is that we see anything that is not us as an alien including the environment and tend to abuse it because it is not us. He mentioned the ego in depth and the influence it has on our behaviour. He believed that there is a need for environmental ethics although there would not be a need if people were in touch with their ecological self (Devall, 1985). 
Lynn White Jnr introduced his paper with a narration of his conversation with Aldous Huxley who reminisced the old times in a little valley he grew up playing in. The major change he had noted that left him feeling sad was the absence of the rabbits that once ran in that valley so full of life. He noted that the farmers who had moved into that region had purposely killed the rabbits to control the destruction on their crops. White pointed out examples of places that have been turned from their natural state by mankind to satisfy their needs but they still look very natural to an onlooker. He wondered if that was the natural habitat of those rabbits to begin with, raising the narrative that no one truly knows the origins of the ecological crisis (White, 1967). On the other hand, Bill Devall did not dwell on the past in a bid of trying to get answers as to how this crisis came about in the first place. Instead, he appreciated that an ecological crisis exists and proposed solutions to curb its effects by introducing the narrative of the ecological self (Devall, 1985). 
White argued that what humans believe about their relationship with nature shapes their interaction with it. If we feel that we are truly a part of nature then we are inclined to treat our environment with love and respect (White, 1967). This correlates with Bill Devall`s thought pattern around the ecological self. He believed that the ecological self is born out of realisation of the symbiotic relationship we have with nature. He further argued that we often dissociate ourselves from other beings and view them as objects for our self-gratification (Devall, 1985). This point also corresponds with the observation that Lynn White Jnr made in relation to Christianity. He argued that Christianity has prompted its followers to view themselves as superior beings in all the earth. This has left nature at the mercy of human beings to exploit (White, 1967). Paul Shepard`s book called “Thinking Animals” is mentioned by Bill Devall concerning our relationship with domesticated animals. In his book, he encouraged pet owners to treat the animals under their care with love. He stressed the importance of the relationship and encouraged people not to have a master-servant relationship with their domesticated animals (Shephard, 1987).
Lynn White Jnr claimed that Christian theologies have shaped the narrative that human beings were created to dominate the earth and all that is in the earth. Nature is viewed as an object that is there only to serve mankind. He viewed this religion to be the most anthropocentric religion in the world. He noted that the destruction of pagan animism paved way for nature to be exploited especially by Christians. He further assumed that if people did not denounce Christianity`s view on domination, the ecologic crisis would never be resolved (White, 1967). Bill Devall did not point out if Christianity is truly to blame but that everyone regardless of religion should introspect and get in touch with their ecological self. He only took note of churches such as the Catholic Church and how it has been involved in destroying nature in the name of economic growth, turning land stewardship into land management. He suggested that before people embark on the journey of change, they must first go through a process of self-awareness. We need to know who we are and accept who we are before making any necessary changes. Furthermore, he acknowledged that conflict between humans and nature will always be there, as seen in natural disasters. That is why he strongly suggested that it is very important to know our ecosystem, study it and learn to empathise with it. Sometimes people are destroyed by earthquakes because they do not take time to study it and build houses in its path leading to loss of lives (Devall, 1985). 
White discussed the marriage of Science and Technology, which he believed emerged from the thought that humans are the superior species. He assumed that it gave humans the right to ill-treat the environment. Science provides more knowledge about nature and exposes its benefits. Technology on the other hand plays a role in aiding the destruction of the environment for human benefits. People have raided the environment of its resources for financial benefits. He further expanded on the history of how the West became so great due to technological advancements to the demise of the environment (White, 1967). 
Agriculture was the main occupation but the farming methods were not the same in every area due to the different soil types. Heavier machinery was required to yield better results in production. The land was tilled heavily each time to cater for the growing demand for food sustenance. This twisted the relationship with nature as mankind began to destroy the earth in order to keep farming alive (White, 1967). Bill Devall pointed out that some people defend nature because they truly love it and want to maintain its purity while others do it because they benefit from it for recreation and tourism. This is similar to what White expressed concerning the increase in Science and Technology. Bill dwelt on Vaughn`s thought pattern about recognising our biological and psychological dependency on nature. Although we tend to feel like we are not truly one with nature but in reality we are. That co-dependency exists and we are the custodians of that relationship. Therefore destroying nature for our own benefits actually harms human life. He argued that people have different reasons why they want to support nature from industrialism. Sometimes people are judged by their conscience to do the right thing. He concluded that if the conscience plays a part in conservation there would not be a need to impose environmental ethics (Devall, 1985). The ecological self is not forced upon someone but it is discovered by being in nature. In Minas Gerais, Brazil there is work in progress to integrate agroecology in farming through the influence of religion. This practice has significantly motivated farmers to get in touch with their ecological self and to reconnect with their natural environment (Botelho, 2016). This experiment seems to be an answer to the ongoing land degradation caused by farming.
As seen in the modern world, Devall gave an example about people who live in the city in houses made of bricks and cement. The main things that they see wherever they go outside are man-made buildings and artificial replicas of nature made out of plastic. He argued that it becomes very difficult for those people to actually experience the natural world and feel the need learn more about it. The introduction of artificial environments has made it easier to maintain them thus raising the question of whether or not people will ever be in touch with their ecological self. He suggested that people should have the will to want to learn about the environment and to be out in nature more often in order to be in touch with their ecological self. He further gave an example of the University he worked in where students were conditioned to ignore elements of nature and focus on technological advancements. The more those students are subjected to life that excludes nature they will not engage with their ecological self. Furthermore, modern scientists also treat nature as basic objective data and do not view it for what it truly is. This objectification of nature makes it prone to abuse (Devall, 1985). This example brings into play the argument made by Lynn White about the introduction of Science and Technology and its contributions to environmental degradation. 
In Lynn White Jnr`s paper, he praised Saint Francis of Assisi as someone who embodied the spirit of kinship with nature. He humbled himself and felt that he had a strong connection with nature. He referred to nature as brother and sister signifying the element of oneness (White, 1967). The way in which Saint Francis lived expanded on Devall`s ideas about the ego. He defined ego as a collection of memories and information about who we think we are and not merely what we experience. When the ego becomes rigid, it becomes toxic making it a prison. Growth occurs when that old rigid ego dies and we open the space for growth and reconciliation with nature. Only then can we begin to actually experience what it truly means to be one with nature. This is the kind of lifestyle that was embodied by Saint Francis Assisi, who became an example of discovering the ecological self. Native Americans understood their place in the world. Just like Saint Francis of Assisi, they had a strong connection with animals and embraced them as kin. They believed that this connection helped to protect them and keep them safe. They also believed that if they did wrong to nature they were only hurting themselves. This self was described in Devall`s book chapter as the Great Self which transcends the minimal self (Devall, 1985).
White argued that increasing Science and Technology will not fix the crisis but rather there is a need for a spiritual shift. He believed that the root cause is the underlying Christian beliefs that have shaped the worldview, behaviours and attitudes. His suggested solution is that of a spiritual shift since the problem is spiritual in order to alter how we feel about nature and our place in the natural world (White, 1967). This position is in line with Bill Devall`s thought pattern. He strongly believed in the ecological self as being the solution to the ecologic crisis. However, he also noted that as the world is evolving, there are newer problems arising which has shifted people`s focus to the ongoing problems and ignore environmental preservation (Devall, 1985). Christopher Lasch referred to this as the minimal self. The minimal self is more concerned about survival and ego gratification. The New Age Movement suggested that with time, human beings will develop a planetary consciousness and become the eyes and ears of Gaia. This development would potentially result in the birth of ecological cultures that promote restoration and encourage people to find their ecological self and spend quality time with the natural world (Devall, 1985).
As a medieval professor and historian, Lynn White Jnr focused on religion and based his findings on the past. His work on the article largely focused on taking his audience back in time to try and diagnose what caused the ecological crisis. On the other hand, Bill Devall was a sociologist in ecology. His viewpoint mainly explored the nature of the relationship that human beings have with the environment. Despite their different areas of expertise, both writers agreed that the ecological crisis is largely caused by the failure for human beings to empathise with nature. There is synergy in their work, Lynn White sought to find the root cause of the crisis while Bill Devall crafted a way of restoring peace amidst the conflict between mankind and the environment by introducing people to the ecological self. 
Lynn White Jnr`s main argument focused on Christianity as the sole perpetrator. He put blame on Christianity`s teachings for being the foundation that gives permission to people to abuse the environment. However, Bill Devall did not seem to accuse anyone in particular, instead he presented a challenge for people to introspect and explore the relationship we have with nature. White based his argument on the Bible and how Christians interpreted it while Devall turned to the self in relation to the other. Lynn White proposed the solution to be a complete shift in religion, for people to revise Christianity or simply come up with a new religion. Bill proposed a solution through finding the ecological self and making it a lived identity that would not need coercion.
White Jnr had one thought pattern solely based on his own observations during the time frame he lived. In his paper, he did not clearly provide evidence of his claims. He seemed to be very conclusive in his arguments and appeared to downplay other actors who have participated in the environmental collapse. He left out other non-Christian societies and other factors like the rise of capitalism. However, Devall brought together different ideas from other sources especially Arne Naess who inspired his book. Having this diverse range of ideas provides more concrete arguments and legitimacy to the writings. Devall sounded more persuasive in his book mainly because he also referenced other people`s work who were also very credible. His way of thinking was carefully and well outlined alongside other authors who shared the same sentiments. He also made use of examples of actual events and he did not focus only on the West but also into the way of life of Native Americans. His writings are therefore more generalised whereas Lynn White focused mainly on what was happening in the Western civilisations. Lynn White Jnr explained his understanding of the crisis in depth and provoked people who are capable of making the much needed changes to take action and prevent the crisis from spreading further. Both authors close their argument with the conclusion that we need to stand up for the environment and take action to prevent its total collapse.





REFERENCES
Botelho, M.I.V., Cardoso, I.M. and Otsuki, K. (2016) '“I made a pact with God, with nature, and with myself”: exploring deep agroecology', Agroecology and Sustainable Food Systems, 40(2). Pp. 116-131. doi: 10.1080/21683565.2015.1115798.
Devall, B., 1995. The ecological self. The deep ecology movement: An introductory anthology, pp.101-123
Devall, B. & Sessions, G. (1985). Deep Ecology: Living as if Nature Mattered. Salt Lake City: Peregrine Smith Books.
Hall, B.S., 1989. Lynn Townsend White, Jr.(1907-1987). Technology and Culture, 30(1), pp.194-213
International Society for Environmental Ethics (ISEE) (2009).
Lasch C. (1984) The Minimal Self: Psychic Survival in Troubled Times. New York: W.W. Norton, 1984.
Shephard, P. (1987) Thinking Animals: Animals and the Development of Human Intelligence. New York: Viking Press, 1978.
White Jr., L. (1967). The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis. Science, 155(3767), pp. 1203-1207.









image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





