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REVIEWED BY DON ALEXANDER 

Many people in the environmental movement 
were first alerted to ''deep ecology'' by Kirkpat
rick Sale's article, "The Forest for the 'Irees: Can 
today's Environmentalists Tell the Difference?:' 
in the November 1986 issue of Mother Jones. 
Sale's article chronicled the rise and proliferation 
of the deep ecology current which is troubled by 
the practice of reform-oriented environmental 
groups. George Sessions, coauthor of one of the 
deep ecology books reviewed here, values the 
work that these groups do. Without it, he says, 
"We'd be in big trouble!' At the same time, he , 
quotes Peter Berg, who is· affiliated with the 
Planet Drum Foundation (a San Francisco-based 
group which promotes a new approach to 
organizing called "bio-regionalism"), as saying 
that these traditional groups operate like a 
hospital that only has an emergency department. 
They are, at best, reactive. They don't get to the 
roots of the problem. 

To find out what this "deep ecology" move
ment (which dares to challenge the environmen
tal establishment) was all about, I decided to read 
the two books published in North America which 
most clearly express the movement's substance. 

Deep Ecology by Michael Tobias is an an
thology of writings on a variety of topics with 
widely diverging viewpoints. Some, as in the case 
of an article on the ''development'' of the Ama-

wn rainforest, seem to have been included mainly 
for their informational content, since they are in 
no way coming from a deep ecology perspective. 
I have two major criticisms of the book. First, the 
editor has done a bad job of copy-editing. Sec
ondly, the introduction and opening essay by 
Tobias himself are very difficult to follow. To give 
you an idea of the problem, he attempts to con
dense 20,CXXl years of human history into the first 
two paragraphs of his introduction, which has the 
reader struggling to catch up. 

Deep Ecology: Living As If Nature Mattered 
by Bill Devall and George Sessions lays out the 
deep ecology message in a somewhat more syste
matic fashion. Devall and Sessions draw on quite 
a number of obscure writers (Robinson Jeffers, 
Joseph Wood Krutch, Henry Beston, and Anne 
Dillard are unlikely to be familiar to readers), as 
well as some better known ones (D.H. Lawrence, 
Aldous Huxley, Rachel Carson, and John Muir) 
for their intellectual roots. They also draw exten
sively on the work of Norwegian philosopher 
Arne Naess, who first coined the term "deep 
ecology'' back in 1973 in an influential article in 
Inquiry magazine. ft's interesting to me that for
merly obscure thinkers are being rediscoYered and 
that well-known ones, like D.H. l.awrence, are be
ing looked at in a new light. Writers who were 
"ahead of their time" are being recycled, as peo
ple become sensitive to the need for new insights 
and are reexamining "conventional wisdom." 

Devall and Sessions rely heavily on what they 
call the "minority tradition" in Western culture. 
From the heretics of the Middle Ages, to the 
Anabaptists (of whom, the Mennonites and Hut
terites still exist) to the German Romantics and 
the anarchists of Spain, there have always been, 
people who have opposed the spread of the ceil
trafued church and state and who have favoured , 
a more natural lifestyle and strong, closely knit 
communities. Even within American history, 
there have been the Jeffersons versus Hamiltons, 
the Thoreaus and Emersons versus Andrew Jack-
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sons, the John Muirs versus Teddy Roosevelts. 
And it is on this tradition, supplemented by the 
contributions of Native Americans, Buddhists, 
Taoists, and others, that Devall and Sessions are 
seeking to build the edifice of "deep ecology!' 

Neither Devall and Sessions nor Michael 
Tobias see the environmental crisis as an isolated 
phenomenon. Rather, they see it as part of a 
social and spiritual crisis. In terms of society, they 
see the need to abolish state systems and go back 
to decentrafued, self-regulating communities. 
Spiritually, they see a need to restructure the 
human character so that "quality of life" replaces 
a high standard of living as our primary goal. 
Devall and Sessions call on us to rediscover our 
spiritual connectedness to the earth, to once again 
take up the "real work" of self-realization in 
which our "self' is part of the larger Self of the 
cosmos. By "self-realization:' they mean a 
transcendence of our nartow ego bo11ndaries and 
an ability to identify with the rest of humanity 
and the rest of the nonbilman world. Seeing this 
as a self:guided process, the authors are rather 
like the congregationalists of the English Revolu
tion. No church, no pope can substitute for the 

, absolute authority of the individual to interpret 
the message of nature (or "God") in his or her 
own way. 

In a provocative essay in the Tobias book 
("Sacred Land, Sacred Sex"), Delores La
Chapelle, an expert on the importance of ritual, 
contrasts the highly concrete spirituality of native 
cultures and Thoism with the highly abstract and 
froren spirituality of Christians. She talks about 
how "primitive" cultures used to practise abor
tion because each child had to "fit into the overall 
health and stability of the ... ecosystem!' There 
was an emphasis on the quality of life, and the 
relationa/ity of life - how each being fit in with 
the overall scheme of things- that would not be 
understood by those who treat "life" as an ab
stract quantity and deem it a sin that some ter
,minally ill people desire to die with dignity. 

Murray Bookchin's essay in the same volume 
("Toward A Philosophy of Nature- The Bases 
of An Ecological Ethics") virtually requires a 
PhD in philosophy to wade through. Nonethe
less, there are some striking similarities between 
the philosophical vision he espouses and the 
world view of Thoism as exp~ by 1.aChapelle. 
In a separate essay, LaChapelle offers the follow
ing brief description ofThoism: "Order in nature 
was not due to rules laid down by a celestial law
giver, as in the West, but from the spontaneous 
cooperation of all the beings in the universe 

.. 



brought about by following their own natures. 
The Chinese thought that since human beings 
had themselves been produced by nature, humans 
could discover the order of the universe·by recep
tively paying attention to nature.'' 

There are so ~any central themes in the two 
books that it is impossible to discuss all of them, 
but spirituality is certainly a central part of the 
deep ecology message. 

In line with their belief that new insights into 
the sacredness of nature must come about 
through intuition and not merely through reason, 
Tobias, Devall and Sessions have also included a 
number of poems. Some, like Gary Snyder's 
''Song of the~· are extraordinarily beautiful; 
others, like James Dickey's "For the Last \\blver
ine,'' fall into the category of environmental 
kitsch. 

According to Devall and Sessions, the heart of 
deep ecology's message can be summed up in the 
following points: self-realiz.ation (which has 
already been discussed), and "bio-centric equali
ty?' Wrth respect to the latter, Dev.all and Sessions 
suggest that the human species is no more and no 
less important than any other species. They argue 
that all forms of life have intrinsic value apart 
from their usefulness to human beings, and that 
humans have no right to control or reduce the 
richness and diversity of such life forms "except 
to satisfy vital needs!' When we reduce this 
richness, we not only undermine our so-called 
"life support systems;• we replace a deeply sat
sifying connection to the earth with a crass, 
materialistic and, ultimately, inferior W9:J of life. . 

1raditionally, the call for a reduced standard of 
living an~ smaller human population has clash
ed with the aims of social justice movements. 
Dave Foreman, a spokesman for Earth First!, a 
deep ecology organil.ation in the United States, 
was quoted recently in Simply living magazine as 
saying that Ethiopians should be allowed to starve 
and that Central American refugees are a drain 
on American resources. 

And _in a Robinson Jeffers' poem which ap
pears in the Devall and Sessions' book, Jeffers 
suggests we ''not be duped by dreams of univer
sal justice or happiness. These dreams will not be 
fulfilled?' By and large, DeYal1 and Sessigm avoid 
such a simplistic aIJalym. They point out that oo 
hundred million Americans are far more danger
ous to the environment than six hundred million 
Indians. But they also argue that the social crisis 
can only be solved in conjunction with the ecolo
gical crisis - that is, when we address and cor
rect our position of domination over nature, and 
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this is something that many social change activists 
have yet to acknowledge. 

One area where they are weak is in incor
porating feminism into their analysis (they give it 
only three pages). As Carol Moore, editor of the 
~t Coast Green newsletter, Decentralil.e!, has 
noted, "it is not just 'anthropocentric' but 'an
drocentric' - i.e. male-centred - culture which 
dominates both women and nature.'' Already it 
has been expressed - by Kirkpatrick Sale and 
others - that ecology is the new paradigm, and 
that other philosophies will have to fit in as best 
they can. This is similar to the attitude of many 
Marxist male activists in the 1%0s. There is a 
danger that, under the guise of deep ecology, 
male "honchoism;• and its associated authori- . 
tarianism, will experience a rebirth. Possessed of 
the one true religion, men, formerly chastened by 
feminism, will cast off their humility and once · 
again ass.ume the mantle of arrogance that goes 
with being "in the vanguard." 

But we don't need a new "vanguard?' There's 
no sense in ranking one philosophy as the para
digm for all the others. Feminism, anarchism, 
deep ecology - all of these are important tools 
for understanding "where we went wrong!' All 
are pointing in the direction of the need to get rid 
of a hierarchical world view which says that men 
are better than women, planners are more in
sightful than citii.ens, and human beings are bet
ter than the rest of the natural world. All are 
leading us in the direction of a new healing para
digm, and each should seek to learn from the 
others' strong points. 

One last point. Some writers featured or cited 
in these books, lixe Delores l.aChapelle and Paul 
Shepard, identify agriculture with our "fall" 
from grace. They profess to see in the accumula
tion of surplus and more highly developed 
technologies the beginnings of our ecological and 
spiritual alienation. But others have pointed out 
that the Hopi Indians accumulated a surplus 
without any ill effects. In fact, many early agricul
tural societies were peaceful, nature-positive and 
woman-positi~ (the latter oo characteristics tend 
to go together). To see agriculture as necessari
ly leading to ecological and spiritual alienation is 
to succumb to a new form of economic deter
minism (the view that technology determines 
society's values anlstructures). While technology 
can certainly have these effects, the impact of a 
given technology is not preordained. We have to 
wield the technology and determine how it will 
impact on our lives and on the lives of other 
species. And yet in our society we lack the power 

and the ethical framework to make those deci
sions properly. 

By calling for the decentralimtion of society in
to units which are directly democratic, and by 
calling for a complete reappraisal of our domi
nant world view, DeYal1 and Sessions are pointing 
in the direction of a resolution of our ecological 
crisis. Environmental groups sqould pay atten
tion to this. It's fine to continue to stem the worst 
abuses. But this must be supplemented by educa
tional work to encourage the development in 
society of a deep ecology ethic. Moreover, in the 
field of "community economic development" 
(which can be briefly defined as development that 
serves the needs of the community rather than 
large corporations), an opportunity exists to 

· redirect people power and natural resources 
toward enterprises which employ appropriate 
technologies, satisfy vital local needs, and are 
ecologically sustainable. 

In sum, the emergence of the deep ecology 
mOYeIIlent poses a real opportunity to rethink our 
strategies and get back to first principles, an op
portunity that is long overdue. 

Don Alexander is a freelance writer living in 
Toronto. 
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