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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources: Plumwood and Devall
Word count: 2950
Since the advent of the environmental movement over fifty years ago, there have been innumerable responses suggesting the actions humanity should take in response to the climate crisis. This essay will compare and contrast Val Plumwood’s essay “Gender, Ecofeminism and the Environment” and Bill Devall’s essay “The Ecological Self”. These essays represent two of the most prominent movements in response to the ecological crisis: ecofeminism and deep ecology, respectively. 
Bill Devall was an American professor of sociology at Humboldt State University (California) and a practicing Buddhist. He was an influential figure in the deep ecology movement, having authored and edited several books on the subject. Val Plumwood was an Australian ecofeminist and ecological philosopher who brought a unique perspective to ecological schools of thought. She published multiple works on the environment around the time that Arne Naess coined the term deep ecology, which evolved into a movement. Ecofeminism was also in its infancy, and as is often the case with emerging ideas, there were those in both schools of thought who found fault in the other. 
Both Plumwood and Devall advocated against anthropocentrism, defined by deep ecology advocate John Seed as, ‘Human chauvinism, the idea that humans are the crown of creation, the source of all value, the measure of all things...’.[footnoteRef:12140] However, they had different perspectives when it came to alternative approaches. Plumwood advocated for the dissolution of dualisms (especially that of human/nature), and the adoption of Ecological Animism. Devall focused on identifying with the environment and proposed bioregionalism as a way forward. These essays represent perspectives from two major schools of thought that emerged out of the academy in the same time period, and which were at odds with each other from the start.[footnoteRef:22684]  [12140:  John Seed and Dailan Pugh, Thinking Like A Mountain: Towards A Council Of All Beings (Philadelphia, PA Santa Cruz, CA: New Society Publishers, 1988), p. 35.]  [22684:  Freya Matthews, Kate Rigby, Deborah Rose, and Val Plumwood, ‘Introduction’ in The Eye Of The Crocodile, ed. by Lorraine Shannon (ANU Press, 2012), p. 2.] 

This essay will explore the concepts of hierarchy and dualism in the western view of the natural world, before more specifically examining humankind’s own animality and relationship to animals. Finally, it will investigate western culture’s reluctance to confront the “shadow” side of nature and form a holistic sense of the non-human world. It will become clear that Plumwood’s critical ecofeminism (and the concept of Ecological Animism) asks human beings to restructure their view of themselves in the world, and abandon the idea of their existence independent from nature. Deep ecology, from Devall’s standpoint, asks that people increase their self-awareness, mature into their ‘ecological self’, and develop deeper connections with their bioregions.
Hierarchy and Dualism
Ecofeminism is a school of thought that explores the connection between women and nature, and critiques the dualisms—male/female, human/nature, spirit/matter—that exist in western culture. Feminist and vegan activist Carol Adams explained, ‘Ecofeminism posits that the domination of nature is linked to the domination of women and that both dominations must be eradicated.’[footnoteRef:19402] Ecofeminists argue that nature has been oppressed and exploited much in the same way that women have been oppressed and exploited. However, they don’t see oppression as the only root issue; they also advocate for the dissolution of any perceived separation between humans and nature. Human/nature dualism, the ‘deep conceptual split’ between the two, is a major theme in ecofeminist thought.[footnoteRef:12049] Ecofeminist theorist Ynestra King wrote, ‘The task of an ecological feminism is the organic forging of a genuinely antidualistic, or dialectical, theory and praxis.’[footnoteRef:19851] In other words, the total elimination of human/nature dualism (as well the imagined hierarchy wherein humans place themselves at the top) is a central goal of ecofeminism. [19402:  Carol J. Adams, 'Ecofeminism And The Eating Of Animals', Hypatia, 6 (1991), 125-45 (p. 125).]  [12049:  Val Plumwood, ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism And The Environment’, in Controversies In Environmental Sociology, ed. by R. D. White (Cambridge University Press, Port Melbourne 2004) p. 43.]  [19851:  Ynestra King, ‘Healing The Wounds: Feminism, Ecology, And Nature/Culture Dualism’ in Gender/Body/Knowledge: Feminist Reconstructions Of Being And Knowing ed. by Alison M. Jaggar and Susan Bordo (Rutgers University Press, 1989), pp. 115-144, (p. 130).] 

Plumwood explained that this dualism was the root of the exploitation of the natural world; if humans see themselves as separate from and superior to non-human life, then the “lower” of the two is easily assumed to be a resource for the “higher” form of life. Plumwood viewed this issue (as well as that of mind/body dualism) as being influenced by the philosophies of Plato and Descartes, who treated the mind—not the body—as the ‘basis of human identity’.[footnoteRef:16027] Humans have drawn on this mind-based identity to (consciously or unconsciously) distance themselves from nonhuman animals, whom they do consider part of nature and—unlike themselves—subject to the laws thereof.  Plumwood claimed that this led to humanity no longer aligning itself with the material (in other words, embodied) world, but instead seeing itself as removed from and above it. Not only was this morally wrong in her view, it was actually dangerous, because it denied both humanity’s dependence on nature and its ‘inclusion in the food web’.[footnoteRef:6013] To adopt the view that humans are separate from nature is to overlook the undeniable truth that they cannot survive without or apart from it. Among many other life-sustaining contributions, nature provides food for humans (and often, in death, humans become food for nature).  [16027:  Plumwood, ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism And The Environment’, p. 46.]  [6013:  Plumwood, ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism And The Environment’, p. 44.] 

Devall did not specifically address the concept of dualism in this essay as it is a concept more particular to ecofeminism. Deep ecology concerns itself with eradicating anthropocentrism rather than androcentrism, while ecofeminism advocates for the dissolution of both. Devall focused on the human ego and development of self-awareness in relation to the natural world. In his view, the task for human beings is to develop within themselves the deep ecology concept of an ‘ecological self’. This process would entail humans becoming more familiar with their surrounding environment in order to increase their identification with that place—and eventually to begin to see it as part of themselves. Devall based much of this theory on the work of Arne Naess, who posited that human beings would be more likely to defend that which they see as part of a ‘widened and deepened self’.[footnoteRef:413] Ecofeminists would maintain that humans needing to see nature as part of themselves in order to defend it is still anthropocentric—placing importance on that which is human, or that which humans deem important. Plumwood wrote, ‘Deep ecology has failed to provide an adequate historical perspective or an adequate challenge to human/nature dualism.’[footnoteRef:20137] However, supporters of deep ecology do not view dualism(s) as a central cause of the environmental crisis, so their own solutions would not directly challenge them. Instead, responses based in deep ecology principles incorporate identification with nature and development of an ’ecological consciousness’.[footnoteRef:1960] [413:  Arne Naess, ‘Self-realization: An Ecological Approach To Being In The World’, in Deep Ecology For The Twenty-First Century, ed. by G. Sessions (Boston and London: Shambhala, 1995), pp. 225-239 (p. 229).]  [20137:  Val Plumwood, 'Nature, Self, And Gender: Feminism, Environmental Philosophy, And The Critique of Rationalism', Hypatia, 6 (1991), 3-27 (p. 3).]  [1960:  Bill Devall, ‘The Ecological Self’, in The Deep Ecology Movement: An Introductory Anthology, ed. by Alan Drengson & Yuichi Inoue, (North Atlantic Books Berkeley, Calif. 1995), p. 115.] 

Devall proposed the approach of bioregionalism, a way for each individual to identify and engage with his or her local environment. He explained, ‘We identify with intermediate landscapes more readily than with remote or abstract ones. The more we know a specific place intimately...the more we know our ecological selves.’[footnoteRef:16336] In other words, people can more easily see themselves as a part of what they can immediately see. They don’t have to imagine some faraway forest or distant river in order to care about the environment at large—they can begin with what is right in front of them, where the polarisation of humans and nature is more easily revealed as an illusion. As an example of a community where such a relationship is already in place, Devall described the worldview of the Koyukon people of Alaska. According to the Koyukon, the land surrounding them is aware, actively observing, and worthy of respect. For the Koyukon, ‘Human and nonhuman entities are in constant spiritual interchange’.[footnoteRef:13503] While the human and non-human may not be considered one unbroken entity in this case, they are considered to be deeply connected to one another. It is this sort of connection that Devall hoped would be fostered by the adoption of bioregionalism. He wrote that even in people living in large cities could form a connection with the watersheds that run beneath them, experience their suffering, and ’work for reconciliation’.[footnoteRef:16089] [16336:  Devall, p. 110.]  [13503:  Devall, p. 110.]  [16089:  Devall, p. 115.] 

Humans’ Relationship to Animals
Devall acknowledged the necessity of people living in cities given the current size of the human population, but he quite clearly saw it as an unfortunate necessity; he asked whether it was even possible for a person to get to know their ecological self while ‘imprisoned in the concrete streets of a modern metropolis’.[footnoteRef:27187] Given his advocacy for bioregionalism and for human beings to become familiar and eventually identify with the nature that surrounds them, it’s safe to assume he envisioned a more natural setting as the ideal. Devall also pointed out that children who live in cities often see animals only in the context of a zoo, which means they never see ‘animals in their natural habitat with predator and prey dancing their dance.’ This would imply that he felt the predator/prey relationship is something important, not to be missed by the human gaze, though Devall did not elaborate on it. At a zoo, these children see only ‘imprisoned animals’, as he said, using the same language he then used to describe humans living in cities.[footnoteRef:18264]  [27187:  Devall, p. 114.]  [18264:  Devall, p. 114.] 

Devall went on to evaluate humans’ relationships with their own domesticated animals. He wrote, ‘If we treat our domesticated animals as subservient then we only identify with them as masters, using them to give us satisfaction.’[footnoteRef:9536] Devall's point was that even if humans love their pets and treat them well, they are still viewing those animals as a resource, in a sense. This would support Plumwood's point that humans see themselves as superior to nonhuman animals. Devall also noted that humans today may deeply value their relationships with their pets, but that humans in the past would have had much richer connections with wild animals (presumably when those humans also lived in the wild).[footnoteRef:16953]  [9536:  Devall, p. 115.]  [16953:  Devall, p. 115.] 

Devall did not go any further into detail about this supposedly richer relationship, however, nor did he note the reality that it would have involved hunting (at least some of) those animals. Notably, although Devall deeply explored humans’ relationship to the natural landscape, he left out the topic of humans eating animals entirely. He apparently found watersheds important enough to mention eight times, but did not once comment on the matter of vegetarianism, for example. Considering his essay touches on the human view of nature as a resource, this was an important issue to leave untouched. 
Plumwood discussed two schools of thought on the matter of vegetarianism. She described ontological veganism as opposing all use of animals by individual consumers. Plumwood was critical of this theory for maintaining the human/nature dualism that she saw as detrimental to ecological causes, and for its failure to consider or include non-western cultures in its ideology. She argued that ontological veganism ignores both the existence of predation in nature and the idea of humans as potential prey, as well as predators (or hunters). Plumwood also highlighted several aspects of ontological veganism that don’t align with the principles of ecofeminism. One of these aspects was the narrative that human predation occurs in culture, while animal predation occurs in nature. This of course fails to acknowledge that animals, too, have culture, and what’s more, that ‘human culture is embedded in ecological systems and dependent on nature.’[footnoteRef:13923] [13923:  Val Plumwood, ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism And The Environment’, in Controversies In Environmental Sociology, ed. by R. D. White (Cambridge University Press, Port Melbourne 2004) p. 55.] 

Plumwood proposed Ecological Animism, a ‘context-sensitive semi-vegetarian position’, as an alternative approach to an ethical diet.[footnoteRef:28218] Ecological Animism suggests eating less meat in the developed world and opposes factory farming as well as the general disrespect and mistreatment of animals.[footnoteRef:19377] It does, however, respect the traditional hunting practices of indigenous groups ’where animals are respected but some animal food is essential for survival...’.[footnoteRef:19039] Plumwood supported this theory for its more inclusive point of view and lack of human/nature and nature/culture dualisms she saw as present in ontological veganism.  [28218:  Plumwood, ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism And The Environment’, p. 53.]  [19377:  Plumwood, ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism And The Environment’, p. 53.]  [19039:  Plumwood, ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism And The Environment’, p. 51.] 

The Shadow Side of Nature
In her criticism of ontological veganism, Plumwood detailed western people’s common hesitation to acknowledge or accept the occurrence of predation in nature.  As part of their separation from the natural world, humans often choose to consider only its “softer side”, including phenomena like mothers giving birth and nursing their young. Plumwood would likely attribute this to humankind’s comfort with only the peaceful moments in nature, as well as the commonly held view that ‘Nature and women are passive.’[footnoteRef:16592] Moreso than the vast majority of modern humans, Plumwood understood firsthand the falsehood of that idea. Though she didn’t mention it in this particular essay, Plumwood endured the unthinkable experience of becoming literal prey to an animal in the wild during a crocodile attack that left her critically injured and nearly took her life. While canoeing in Kakadu National Park in Australia, she was seized by a crocodile who pulled her under water in several “death rolls“ before she managed to escape and drag herself to safety. This experience radically reframed her view of humans’ place in the natural world—most notably their inclusion in the food web—and eliminated any lingering misconceptions she may have had about the truth of nature. She knew personally the harsh reality in which predators pursue prey, often with violent results. And yet, her reaction was not retaliation, but closer to an epiphany. The experience illuminated for her humanity’s misconception of its own place in the world and its exceptionalist view of itself as somehow exempt from the laws of nature.  [16592:  Plumwood, ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism And The Environment’, p. 47.] 

Plumwood described humanity’s tendency to place itself always in the winning position, having made itself out to be ‘set apart and special’.[footnoteRef:14187] In her view, this mindset actually ”tricks” people; it hides from them their own animality and the reality of their embodied existence.[footnoteRef:8545] She noted the shock it would give most people (as it did Plumwood herself) to realise that, ‘...some powerful creature can ignore your special status and try to eat you,’ as she rather bluntly put it.[footnoteRef:20158] Humans are, after all, edible, and Plumwood argued that accepting this reality would help people to have a more accurate understanding of ’who and what they are.’[footnoteRef:21514] For Plumwood, this would mean seeing oneself as wholly at one with nature, not only in the ways that are easy to swallow, but with a full comprehension of nature as it truly is. This would also include adopting a philosophy of ’mutual use’ as she stated in her explanation of Ecological Animism—the idea that humans and animals should both be seen as available for ’respectful use’. [14187:  Val Plumwood, 'Meeting The Predator' in The Eye Of The Crocodile, ed. by Lorraine Shannon (ANU Press, 2012), pp. 9-22 (p. 17).]  [8545:  Plumwood, 'Meeting The Predator', p. 13.]  [20158:  Plumwood, 'Meeting The Predator', p. 11.]  [21514:  Plumwood, 'Meeting The Predator', p. 10.] 

Her discussion of the predator-prey relationship does prompt the question of whether she was inadvertently introducing yet another dualism—the very phenomenon she was attempting to eradicate. However, she most often discussed this relationship within the broader concept of a “food web”, which implies a more multi-dimensional ecosystem and not a two-sided polarity. In any case, most predators can be prey to other predators and vice-versa. 
Though Devall made no mention of predation or the possibility of humans as prey, he did point out humans’ unwillingness to accept the more dangerous parts of nature. In this case, he specifically discussed what are often referred to as “natural disasters”, which include things like hurricanes, cyclones, and heavy snow storms. He noted that these naturally occurring events may cause death and destruction—or at the very least, disruption of daily life—mostly due to the poor planning or willful ignorance of the people who live in areas affected by them.[footnoteRef:4670] His implication was that if humans did not build their homes in hurricane zones, they would not lose those homes when nature takes its course. The example he gave is another case of humans refusing to acknowledge the violence that happens in nature, choosing instead to treat the land as theirs for the taking and hope for the best.  [4670:  Devall, p. 115.] 

In summarizing his essay, Devall posed a question, asking what the “upshot” would be if humans took the time to discover their ecological selves. He wrote, ‘Will we come to a zenlike acceptance that we, individually, are part of nature—both in all its creative and destructive aspects?’[footnoteRef:16340] If this were a statement rather than a question, it would crystalize several points Plumwood made throughout her own essay—that humans are individuals, they are part of nature, and nature is destructive as well as creative. However, as it was written as a question, it is unclear whether Devall would have agreed. [16340:  Devall, The Ecological Self, p. 119.] 

Conclusion
Given the state of the climate emergency, there is an air of urgency for humanity to find (and agree on) the “right” way to go from here—but even if the only options available were the points of view presented by Plumwood and Devall, it wouldn’t be necessary to choose between them. This is because their points actually mirror more than they directly contradict one another, despite coming from often-duelling schools of thought. Devall proposed a sort of ecological introspection—for people to build self-awareness and learn to identify with the ecosystem (or bioregion) surrounding them. Plumwood, on the other hand, insisted on the complete dismantling of the dualisms that divide humans from other humans as well as from animals and nature. However, to inspect more deeply is to see the roots of their respective ideas. In essence, Devall was asking people to view nature (at least their immediate surrounding environment) as part of themselves. Plumwood was urging humanity to see itself as part of nature—not separate or above but truly a part of the rest of nonhuman life.  In other words, it is possible to adopt both solutions proposed here—bioregionalism and Ecological Animism. They certainly have differences of opinion and mindset, but they are not in direct opposition, and in fact could easily complement one another if implemented in tandem. Ecofeminism asks, in general, for the dissolution of dualisms and hierarchies while honouring identity and diversity.  Deep ecology asks for humans to incorporate nature as part of themselves, and to see the defence of the environment as ‘self defense’.[footnoteRef:21122] As to the way forward, Robert Sessions proposed, ‘how are we to comprehend our relationships with the elements and inhabitants of the nonhuman world such that they are equal but different? This is the task to which ecofeminists and deep ecologists alike should turn…’—suggesting a way for both groups to find a shared focus and take action together.[footnoteRef:27973] [21122:  Devall, The Ecological Self, p. 120.]  [27973:  Robert Sessions, “Deep Ecology Versus Ecofeminism: Healthy Differences Or Incompatible Philosophies?”, Hypatia, 6 (1991), 90-107, (p. 104).] 
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