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Introduction

The objective of this essay is to compare  and contrast Lynn White, Jr, and Val Plumwood’s views regarding both the roots of our ecological crisis, and possible responses to it. The essay starts with an explanation of White’s theory which purports that the Judaeo Christian tradition, alongside rapid science and technological progress, have created a dualism between humans and nature. This dualism was particularly amplified in the Middle Ages and is purported to be the root of the ecological problems we are now experiencing. Plumwood also focusses on dualisms. She articulates a new model of Eco-feminism, one that addresses the cultural gender dualism inherent in modern society, and also the dualism between humans and nature. She advocates a new integrated role for humans in the ecological system. A return to the unity of which we are already an inherent part. 

This essay will consider the arguments of both authors. Additionally, the intellectual framework within which they set their work, with particular emphasis on the rigour of their academic approach. FInally, the essay compares important critiques of both authors and how this might impact their future influence. 

Compare and Contrast

So how do each of the authors purport to address our Ecological crisis? Lynn White Juniors ‘The historic roots of our Ecologic crisis’ which was first was published in 1967. This was a time when the first recognition of the impending ecological crisis was becoming apparent. White, a staunch Christian, suggested that the Judeo-Christian tradition, and Christianity in particular, was the root cause of what he saw as ‘anthropocentric attitudes and environmentally destructive behaviours ‘[footnoteRef:1] He went on to suggest that Christianity and rapid science and technological advancement were together responsible for negative attitudes towards the environment and its care. Additionally, that this antipathy reached its peak in the Middle Ages [1:  Lynn White Jr, The Historic Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis: (https://doi.org/10.1126/science.155.3767.1203) (p1204). ] 


White references the emergence of a new type of plough in the latter half of the 7th century as a turning point, where man stopped seeing himself as part of nature, and instead sees himself as separate to it.[footnoteRef:2] He consolidates this argument with mention of the ‘Frankish calendars’ of the Middle Ages, which evidenced men ploughing, harvesting, chopping trees, and butchering pigs.’ These are positioned as examples of men learning to bend nature to their will.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Lynn White Jr; The Historic Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis: (https://doi.org/10.1126/science.155.3767.1203) (p1204). 
]  [3:  Lynn White Jr; Lynn White Jr; The Historic Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis: (https://doi.org/10.1126/science.155.3767.1203) (p1204). 
] 


White goes on to suggest that as the human population grew then then it began to impact the environment around it. By AD 1000 at the latest the west had already started to harness waterpower for mills. In the late 11th century, many Arabic and Greek scientific works had been translated into Latin providing a further stimulus to Western technological advancement.  The West rapidly introduced automation as the science and technology revolution gained ground. [footnoteRef:4] [4:  Lynn White Jr; The Historic Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis: (https://doi.org/10.1126/science.155.3767.1203) (p1204). 
] 


White suggests that because Christians inherited an incredibly powerful story of creation and because they are created in God’s image then they themselves are also encouraged to create. Christian Orthodoxy suggests that man is positively encouraged to apply the same innovative energy to the world as God did in the original creation itself. This has led to the drive for perpetual progress that is witnessed in modern society.  [footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Lynn White Jr; The Historic Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis: (https://doi.org/10.1126/science.155.3767.1203) (p1205). 
] 


Additionally, the Genesis texts regarding man’s dominion over nature gives permission to Man to do with nature as he will. It is noteworthy that though White accepted that society was becoming increasingly secular he contended that Western Society’s beliefs and values were rooted in these Christian axioms, that the beliefs and values of western secular communities are necessarily influenced by Orthodox Christian ideas. [footnoteRef:6]  [6: Lynn White Jr; The Historic Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis: (https://doi.org/10.1126/science.155.3767.1203) (p1206). 
] 


He went on to say on to say that Christianity confirms that nothing else exists for its own sake, rather all things exist only for the sake of man. This inherently dualist position allied to the human drive for progress, provides the roots for the crisis we now find ourselves in. As a species we operate in a way that is indifferent to the non-human world. He concludes that our belief in perpetual progress, and our alienation from nature, sourced the environmental crisis we are now experiencing. [footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Lynn White Jr; The Historic Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis: (https://doi.org/10.1126/science.155.3767.1203) (p1207). 
] 


Plumwood contends that the culture/nature dualism is the key to the ecological failings of Western culture. [footnoteRef:8] More specifically she argues that culture possesses a dualism of its own. There is a higher human sphere which is characterised by intellect and reason. This is the male domain. The higher sphere pursues its technological conquest of nature, contending that humans are entitled to commodify the world for their own benefit.[footnoteRef:9] Additionally there is a lower sphere which is evidenced by a deficiency in reasoning and greater participation in what Plumwood terms physical embodiment and emotions. [footnoteRef:10] This is the sphere that is associated with both nature and with women. She goes on to assert that within this context the struggle for social justice and for environmental respect, are the same struggle. [8:  Plumwood Victoria, ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism, and Environment’; ‘Controversies in Environmental Sociology’. Edited by Rob White; Cambridge University Press The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge, UK 2004. P44.]  [9:  Plumwood Victoria, ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism, and Environment’; ‘Controversies in Environmental Sociology’. Edited by Rob White; Cambridge University Press The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge, UK 2004. P46]  [10:  Plumwood Victoria, ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism, and Environment’; ‘Controversies in Environmental Sociology’. Edited by Rob White; Cambridge University Press The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge, UK 2004. p46.
] 


Eco-feminism addresses the problem that in liberating women from the lower sphere they necessarily and by implication become attached to the higher male sphere. That they too become part of a culture that commodifies the world for their own benefit.  It posits that eco feminism must find a way of liberation that addresses this problem 

She goes on to suggest that women are no closer to nature than men. That we must put to an end the ‘hyper separations’ that trap both men and women in models that separate them both from nature and from each other. She positions her idea of critical eco-feminism as both transcending perceived cultural gender differences, and overcoming human distancing from nature and ecology. She contends that ideally both males and females would operate in the same sphere, a sphere that values and respects the natural world. [footnoteRef:11] [11:  Plumwood Victoria, ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism, and Environment’; ‘Controversies in Environmental Sociology’. Edited by Rob White; Cambridge University Press The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge, UK 2004. P51. ] 


Finally, she addresses the very key debate between Ontological veganism and Ecological animalism. She confirms that both are opposed to any type of animal abuse, and both abhor modern day factory farming techniques. That said opposition to the dualism between humans and  ‘other life’ may however take several different forms. 

Ontological veganism emphasises discontinuity of the commodification of animals and  abstention from all animal products. More recently this position has been championed by the abolitionist Gary Francione. [footnoteRef:12] The primary problem with this is that it continues and reinforces the inherent dualism between humans and other species. It ignores cultural contexts other than the western urban model, positioning them as inconvenient exceptions. It views all non-human predation as an inevitable exception, an inevitable inconvenience sourced from how the ecological system operates. Plumwood suggests that it creates a new and more subtle dualism where humans and certain other life forms live outside of the ecological system and all other life forms live within it.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  Francione, Gary; https://www.abolitionistapproach.com]  [13:  Plumwood Victoria, ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism, and Environment’; ‘Controversies in Environmental Sociology’. Edited by Rob White; Cambridge University Press The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge, UK 2004. P55] 


Ecological Animalism posits a different argument. It situates humans in an interconnecting ecological framework within which predation is sometimes a necessary part. Plumwood argues that the latter is a better option because it eradicates all dualisms, and positions humans as just one cog in a complex ecological machine. It is a pseudo vegetarian position that seeks to end all animal abuse. It does not outlaw hunting per se, given that hunting remains an essential part of some indigenous cultures. It contends that in criticising human predation, then we also necessarily criticise animal predations. Put another way we create a new dualism between humans, and anything defined as a predator. Plumwood suggests that predation is both inevitable and necessary and that both humans and animals should continue to be available for mutual use in a respectful way [footnoteRef:14] Human and animals’ lives are irrevocably woven together, and we must move away from ideas that demonise predation. [14:   Plumwood Victoria, ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism, and Environment’; ‘Controversies in Environmental Sociology’. Edited by Rob White; Cambridge University Press The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge, UK 2004. P54.] 


Both authors finish with recommendations regarding possible routes out of the crisis we now find ourselves in. White references St Francis of Assisi who he confirms was not only individually humble, but who also evidenced a humility on behalf of all humanity. St Francis viewed all creation as equal parts of God’s eternal grace and offered a different model of how Christians might relate to nature. Inherent within this suggestion is the suggestion to use St Francis as a role model for how humanity might eradicate the nature/human distinction. White concludes his article by suggesting that St Francis might be considered as the patron saint of ecologists.

Whereas White offers St Francis as a beacon to the Christian community Plumwood’s
approach does away with multiple dualisms but in a more systemic and coherent way.  In situating all humans, irrespective of their gender, within the confines of the ecological system, by dispensing with both Male/Female distinctions and Human/Nature distinctions she gives us a ‘fuller, more integrated and coherent view of how to solve our environmental problem. [footnoteRef:15] [15:   Plumwood Victoria, ‘Gender, Eco-Feminism, and Environment’; ‘Controversies in Environmental Sociology’. Edited by Rob White; Cambridge University Press The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge, UK 2004. P58] 


What is the intellectual framework within which both authors present their content? 

It is of note that in advocating ‘Ecological Animalism’ Plumwood limits her analysis to Ontological Veganism only. Veganism driven by environmental, health or religious imperatives are not in scope of her argument. More specifically she targets the ontological veganism argument as advocated by Carol Adams and, amongst other things, her perceived mis-definition of the concept of instrumentalism. She also contends that veganism is not always the least cost ecologically and targets both David Waller (and Carol Adams once again) for what she perceives as their flawed analysis regarding this. 

There is significant debate as to whether Adams presents her ontological veganism as culturally universal, with several key articles suggesting that Plumwood misrepresented her in this regard[footnoteRef:16]. More importantly Plumwood fails to appropriately acknowledge ontological veganism as an impassioned plea to change an abusive and commodified western context. [16:  Eaton, D. (2002). Incorporating the Other: Val Plumwood’s Integration of Ethical Frameworks. Ethics and the Environment, 7(2), 153–180.
] 


In other writings Plumwood suggests that our dualism is sourced from Greek philosophy, and more specifically Plato. [footnoteRef:17] She says that Plato radically separates reason and nature and thus introduces a pernicious and very influential dualism into western philosophy. Plato identifies nature with chaos an opposing force to his idealised notion of the realm of reason[footnoteRef:18]. [17:  Bratley, B., & Krueger, R. (1996). [Review of Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, by V. Plumwood]. Economic Geography, 72(4), 476–478. 
]  [18:  Plumwood Val; Feminism and the Mastery of Nature; (Routledge London, 1993) P83-84.] 


Plumwood herself was attacked by a crocodile in Australia’s Northern Territory. After suffering terrible wounds, she said that the attack gave her a better understanding of our place in nature. She absolutely refuted any plans to hunt the crocodile in question arguing that she had been the intruder in its habitat. 

Because Whites article is so often cited it has been the target of much academic analysis and criticism. From an academic perspective Bron Taylor is perhaps the person who has considered his work most deeply. In a later very detailed analysis of over 700 sources, Bron Taylor went on to prove that denomination influences how Christians relate to the environment and concludes that Conservative Christians in particular, are much more likely to be anti-environment. [footnoteRef:19] This is particularly evident in denominations that interpret the Bible literally. Interestingly, some of these more Conservative Christian groups believe that it is beyond man’s capabilities to damage anything that God has created. [footnoteRef:20] [19:   Bron Taylor, et al; Lynn White Jr. and the greening-of-religion hypothesis:  (Conservation Biology, Volume 30, No. 5, 1000–1009) (p1003).
]  [20:  Bron Taylor, et al; Lynn White Jr. and the greening-of-religion hypothesis:  (Conservation Biology, Volume 30, No. 5, 1000–1009) (p1003).
] 


Taylors contextualises Whites work by highlighting those thinkers that most likely influenced him. He cites Albert Schweitzer in particular, and his ethic of ‘reverence for all life’ [footnoteRef:21]. Also Rachel Carson who is quoted as saying ‘The control of nature is a phrase conceived of arrogance’ [footnoteRef:22]. It was Carson who first drew attention to the idea that nature is vulnerable to human intervention. He also mentions the Thoreau/Emerson legacy and Thoreau’s views regarding respect for ‘nature and all things living’.[footnoteRef:23]  [21:  Taylor, Raymond Bron: The Greening of Religion Hypothesis (Part One):  (Equinox Publishing Ltd 2016, 415 The Workstation, 15 Paternoster Row, Shefeld S1 2BX) (P273).]  [22:  Taylor, Raymond Bron: The Greening of Religion Hypothesis (Part One):  (Equinox Publishing Ltd 2016, 415 The Workstation, 15 Paternoster Row, Shefeld S1 2BX) (P278).
]  [23:  Taylor, Raymond Bron: The Greening of Religion Hypothesis (Part One):  (Equinox Publishing Ltd 2016, 415 The Workstation, 15 Paternoster Row, Shefeld S1 2BX) (P278).
] 


Taylor suggests that all of these thinkers provided the intellectual framework and context  within which White drafted his paper. Taylor suggests that there is much anecdotal evidence to support White’s thesis, particularly regarding the influence of the Genesis creation story.[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  Bron Taylor, et al; Lynn White Jr. and the greening-of-religion hypothesis:  (Conservation Biology, Volume 30, No. 5, 1000–1009) (p1002)

] 


As a result of his analysis into White’s work, into Taylor hypothesised that it was possible that Christianity was moving towards a pro-environment agenda. He termed this idea ‘The Greening-of-Religion hypothesis. Evidence cited includes Cardinal Jorge Mario Bergoglio, who upon being offered the papacy, selected Francis as his papal name, mostly because of his pro-environment sentiments. Yet this hypothesis remains unsubstantiated.
Conclusions

Both authors assume that dualisms are inherently bad. Is this necessarily the case? Looking at White first, given that we are fashioned in God’s image why wouldn’t Christians show the same loving kindness and compassion to nature, as God shows to them? That rather than using their dominion to create a tyranny they might instead use it to serve every aspect of God’s creation? There are plenty of biblical verses that would support such a position. 

Examples are:

   ‘He who slaughters an ox is like he who slaughters a man’ (Isaiah 66.3)

Mercy is my desire not sacrifice (Hosea 6:6)

A man hath no pre-eminence above a beast  (Ecclesiastes 3.19) 

The righteous care for the needs of their animals (Proverbs 12:10)

The Lord is good to all, he has compassion for all he has made. (Psalm 145:9)

‘I have given every green plant for food’ (Genesis 1:29)

For people and animals share the same fate—both breathe and both must die. So people have no real advantage over the animals….. (Ecclesiastes 3:19)


Could White have produced a more persuasive argument if he had approached the subject from this stance. There is more than enough Biblical context to create a positive dualistic model, one in which the planet and the life on it would be accorded the kindness it deserves.

Other weaknesses in his argument include (but are not limited to) the following;

· His sole focus on the scriptures, rather than what the Church had to say. Figures like Aquinas created a culture that absolutely enforced the Human/Nature divide. Aquinas said. 

· He mentions the pursuit of progress but fails to cross reference how the Protestant Work Ethic may have expedited Technological Progress in Northern Europe. This would have been a worthy asset to his argument

· He fails to reference other facets of the early Jesus movement that held animals and nature in higher regard than the original Proto-Orthodox movement. The Ebionites, The Thomas People, and The Manicheans all evidenced a greater affinity to the environmental cause than Orthodox Christianity. White is clearly oblivious to the historical origins of the Jesus Movement and his paper is less rich for this. 


Plumwood creates a stronger and more compelling argument. She has a more holistic view of the environmental imperative, and additionally, she takes on the very difficult territory of predation. The biggest problem is that she falls foul of the dualism argument by creating one of her own. In contending that indigenous people/some cultures must be allowed to hunt, she discriminates against those animals that fall within the scope of this. The argument that certain traditions have hunted whales for a long time does not mean that this should continue. Plumwood skips over the inherent harm that her suggestion entails. In a global world, every indigenous community can access everything they need without hunting and without predation

Though the current pope takes on the title of Assisi there s little or no evidence that the church is fundamentally changing its position. Where are the Christian protests at the suffering of animals in labs or in factory farms? Where are the Christian protests at the exploitation and abuse of the land? Where the the Christian champions of zero growth, and advoctes for the reduction of the human population? The Anglican church still allow hunting and intensive farming on church owned lands [footnoteRef:25].  [25:  Linzey, Andrew; ‘Creatures of the Same God’: Lantern Books, 128 Second Place, Brooklyn New York 1231) p.100.] 
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