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Radical social ecology tries to achieve a drastic break-
cottive a2 i e e vaedredad o
through in the opaque veil of .dualisms and -metaphysies that se-

parates humanity from nature: it tries to "radicalize' nature,
CotcBiteht  yoavSe me
or more precisely our basic conceptions of the natural world.

It pointedly challenges the western tradition of nature to
which we are the uneasy heirs. For more than two millenia,
western society has almost consistently advanced an imagé of
the natural world that is harshly reacticnary. Nature in this
imagery is "blind," "mute,'" "“cruel," and "stingy," o¥%%se Marx's
unhappy expression, a '"realm of necessity'" ' ‘that ihcessantly op-
poses man's zealous striving for self-realization and freedom.
Here, man confronts a hostile "otherness” thaf acts ﬁpon him
with an oppressive compulsion-againét which he must oppose his
own powérs of toil and guile. Hiétory takes the form of a Prom-
ethean drama in which man heroically defies and willfully asserts
himself apainst a brutally hostile natural world.

It is from this tradition of bitter conflict between man and
nature that economics was to define itself as-the study of
"scarce reéources” versus "unlimiféd needs'"; psychology as a
discipline for controiling humanity's unruly ”internai nafure”
through rationality and the imperatives of "civilization"; sécial
theory as the account of man's ascént from "brutish animality"
‘into the glowing light of culture and reason. All class

theories of social development have been rootedlfor nearly two

. . 'man .
centuries in the belief that the '"domination of .aakke by- man' em-
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erges from the need to '"dominate nature" as a precondition for

the emancipation of humanity as a whole. This vision of history,
already evident in Aristotle's political writings, was to acquire
the status of a "socialist science" in the hands of Marx and pro-~
vides an insidious justification for hierarchy and domination in
the name of equality and liberation. Ultimately, the real op-
ponent in the doxography of socialist theory is not capitalism

but nature -- the. 'slime of history,'" to use Sartre's juicy phrase,
that clings to humanity like muck from the bestial underworld of
mindless "matural necessity."

By contrast, radical social ecology advances a fundamentally
different view of nature and natural evolution. Contrary to the
traditional image of nature as "mute," "cruel," "stingy," and
"mecessitarian,' the natural world is seen more roundedly as
creative, mutualistic, fecund, and the grounding for an ethics
of freedom. Seen from this standpoint, biological relationships
are marked less significantly by the "rivalries" and "competitive"
attributes imputed to them by Darwinian orthodoxy than by the
mutualistic attributes emphasized by a growing number of con-

temporary ecologists -- an image pioneered by Peter Kropotkin who

‘rarely reqﬂ?ves the credit he deserves in the literature. Indeed,

radical social ecology challenges the very premises of "fitness"
that enter so crucially into the Darwinian drama of evolutionary
survival. As William Trager has emphasized in his insightful work
on.symbiosis: "The conflict in nature between different kinds éf
organisms has been popularly expressed in phrases like 'struggle
for existence' and the 'survival of the fittest.' Yet few people
realize that mutual cooperation between different organisms --

symbiosis ~- is just as important, and that the 'fittest' may be
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the one that most helps anotﬁer to survive.''§

This pithy and highly illuminating judgement may have an even
wider reach than Tragerlsuspects. That it is relevent to our
very definition of an ecosystem is obvious: the nexus of mutual-
istic relationships between species —- plant and animal, overtly
complementary symbionts, even prey and predator —-— for@ithe very
géometry of an ecological comﬁunity. As our studies of food webs
indicate, the complexity of these relationships, their diversity
and intricacy, is a crucial determinant of an ecosystem's stab-
ility. 1In contrast to biotically complex temperate zones, our
relatively simple desert and arctic ecosystéms are extremely .
fragile and break down easily with the ioss or numerical decline
of only a few species. The thrust of biotic evolution over great
eras of organic development has been the increasing diversifica-
tion of species and their interlocking into highly complex,
basically mutualistic relationships without which the widespread
colonization of the plaé% by life would-have been a very unlikely
possibility. Unity in diversity is a determinant not only of the
stability.of an ecological %Eommunity; it a source of its fecund-
ity, of its evolutionary potential to create still more complex
life-forms and biotic interrelationships, even in the most inhos-
pitable areas of the planet. Community -- the ecological com-
munity or ecosystem —- lies at the heart of an authentic notion
of organic evolution as such.

But there is a sense in which community, conceived as a mu-
tualistic ecosystem, radically illuminates the concept of organic
evolution in a way that renders conventional notions of evolution
unsatisfactory as they now stand. Evolutionary theory from Darwin's

day to ours suffers from the highly atomistic outlook that has
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marked Anglo-American thought from the earliest cays of its em-

piricist legacy in John Locke's work. Locke's theiéy of exper-
eriv
ilence, so influential in the English-speaking world #&& tRe three

centuries after his death, structures sensation around "simple

ided s

,'" the information-bits of color, density, ddor, aud-

itory stimuli, and the like that our sensorium receives and ip—

scribes on the "blank sheet'" or tabula rasa of the mind. Mind,

to be sure, compounds these sensory atoms into complex ideas that
renders them open to abstraction, comparison, and contemplation.
Reality, however, consists of ultimate facts, of irreducible and
discrete components which the word "data" with its origins in the

' C AT :
brutelfactiﬂ}ty of the datum signiﬁéﬁ}es as the epistemological

"\
bedrock and ultimate constituent of experience.

This atomization of reélity, a product in many respects of the
free-wheeling ego whose sovereignty and independence in the market=
place lies at the core of Anglo-American political theory, permeétes
our notion of organic evolution as well. The ultimate fact of evo—
lutionary theory is the species, with all the specificity and isola—
tion that the word itself implies. FEvolution traces the "origins,"
changes, fortunes, an%i?istiny of this theoretical and monadic is-

- olate. We are only too familiar, for example, with the evolution
of Eohippus, the small four-toed mammal of the Eocene into the

modern horse of the late Pleistocene, notably its surviving E

przewalskii in Asia. Pictoral accounts of this example of intra-

“specific development form the standard fare of our elementary texts

“on evolution.
. \5’ () ‘
But does such a strand-like narrative, focused to monadically

on the "origin of species'" and their evolution, exhaust the reality
of organic evolution? Does this transmutation of Lockean "simple

Jdeas ‘
g’ into sinele strands of ""simple sreciec M merhand callo



bunched together in the clenched fist of the biologist, give us
the most seminal explanation of evolution as a truly organic, not
merely mechanistic, image of evolution with its wealth of context—
ual change, succession, and elaboration? T think not —-— for

there is more that "evolves" in organic evolution than a collec—
tion of intraspecific strands, each autonomouély unfolding on its
own through a selective interaction of "rivals'" and %;biotic%/

" F74
forces that filter out the "fit" from the "unfit,"

What we lack in the "origin of species™ is a contextual concep-

tion of animal and plant evolution, one that goes beyond the mnaive
idea of "origins' as a sudden leap of species'into existence. Evol-
ution in its most profound sense is the story of ecosystem develop-
ment, not only the development of‘ﬁ/single or several species in
all their Lockean singularity and iéolation. The image of Eohippus,
viewed as the "ascent'" of the hoofed horse from a small four-toed
mammal, is turned into a fiction when all the biota and the eco-
system they comprise is removed from the evolutionary account. The
species evolved as part of the evolution of an ecological community,
that is, correlatively with the ecological relationships that gave it
meaning and definition in evolutionary development as a whole. At
every step in its evolution, Eohippus was more than a species; it
held a very complex citizenship within a biotic community which was
developing as a totality. Without changing with that community and
sharing its common evolutionary destiny, Eohippus would have been
extinguished like so many other species that fell by the wayside.
The concept of co-evolution, notably, the qojoiq& and inter-
active evolution of symbiotically related species (including hu-
manity), goes a long way toward recognizing interspecific embedded-

ness in a shared, evolving community. But more should be added to
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this very fruitful and stimularing notion. Not only do species
evolve cojointly and symbiotically with each other: the eCcosys—
tem as a whole evolves in mutual synchronicity with the species
that comprise it and plays the broad role of a whole in relation—
ship to its parts. More precisely, it is not only cojoint spe-
cies development that gives us an authentic image of evolutionary
change, but also the structure, texture, and complexity of the
relationships between species that must be included in a con-
textual outlook. The "geometry" of evolving ecosystems toward
ever-greater c0mplexity must be clearly brought to the forefront
of the evolutionary picture if we are to understand species de-
velopment in a meaningful way. Evolutionary development, in ef-

feet, is structural development as well as species?/aevelopment

with their co-evolutionary affiliations. If the conventional de—
scription of biotic evolution sees the "origin of species” as
the appearance and development of life-forms from, say, four-toed

to hoofed descendents, the concept of eco-evolution (to coin a word

whose existence has long been needed) greatly expands this descrip-=

tion and provides it with a provocative sense of meaning.

/

Here, meaning stems from the evolutionary thrust of ecosystems
toward ever-greater diversity and complexity —- but not only as a
function of stability. There is an almost metaphysical sense in
which greater diversity and complexity has its social analogue in
our modern conceptions of freedom. Freedom in its most nascent
form is already present in the self-directiveness of life as such,
specifically in an organism's active effort to be itself and resist

any external forces that vitiate its identity. Within this self-
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guiding qrocess of motility and irritability 1ie the germinal
forms of sensory perception, the evolution of a nervous system,
rudimentary subjectivity, - and the intellectuation that yields
thought, consciousness, and self-reflective will Not that
humanity marks the apex and terminus of the evolution of will.

Such an anthropomorphic conceit denies the hidden autonomy of

the cell which explodes within multicellular organisms in the

form of cancer, the "wisdom of the body" (to use Walter Cannon's

phrase) that tells us of our "ease" and "dis-ease," and the

unspoken language of feeling that reminds us of our membership

“'In the entire community of life.J Whether ie be physico chemical
neurological or humarly cerebral, choice is always present in
the organic if only as a result of the metabolic activity of
self-maintenance -- a crucial attrihute of life. So conceived,
every organism is in some sense "willful," just as it is "selec-
tive" in meeting its needs and "purposive" in perpetuating its
well-being. However dimly, it transmutes the essential attrib-

bute of self-maintenance that earns it the status of a life-form

into @ capacity to choose between alternatives that favor-its sur- - -

vival -- not merely to react to stimuli as a purely physico-chemical
ensemble.
'_ This dim germinal freedom is heightened by the growing wealth
of etological complexity that confronts evolving life in sypohron-.
~icity with evolving ecosystems. The'elaboration of possibilities
that comes with the elaboration of diversity and the growing mul-
titude of'alternatives confronting species evolutionAopeng-newer.
'and more stimulating pathways for organic development. Life is
. not passive in the face of these possibilities for its evolution
it drives toward them actively in a shared process of mutual stim-

Sl pr eyt

- ulation as surely as it actively creates and coloni7es tho nichpq ‘
mw- mm"""ﬂ GEliaR AT < S BUS TR A, W e S

o

SERMMP et



_8_

that cradle a vast diversity of life-forms in our richly elabor-
ated biosphere. This imagery of active, indeed striving 1life
requires no mystical Hegelian "Spirit" or Heraklitean Logos to
explain it. Activity and striving are presupposed in our very
definition of metabolism, in the fact that metabolic activity

is co-extensive Qith the notion of activity as such and imparts
an identity, indeed, a rudimentary "self" to an organism. Diver—
sity and complexity superadd the dimension of variegated alter-
natives and pathways to the simple fact of choice -- and, with
choice, Ehe rudimentary fact of freedom. For freedom is meaning-—
ful only insofar as choices exist to be made unimpairedly and
agents are not restricted from creating and pursuing them.

So conceived, freedom in its most germinal form is also a
function of diversity and complexity, of a "realm of necessity"
that is pushed back and contracted by a growing and expanding
multitude of alternativeé to the tyranny of the word, "must."
Compulsion withers under the hot glare of opportunity and the
increasingly variegated possibilities that come with diversity.
For freedom is nothing if it is not pluralistic in the horizons
it presents to life, indeed, if it is not a plurality of direc-
tions for development., There is a certain sense in which every
species i1s accountable to itself for its own development -- or
its extinction. While the inevitable can descend upon us catas-
trophically in the form of hefaccidental and external agents,
as current theories of Mesozoic die-offs from asteroids suggest,
the fact remains that a species may contribute to its own devel—
opment or decline by the way it ''chooses'" to evolve in the very

broad sense that T have used the word 'choice,'" which is to say ,

the pathways its own ecological context opens to it and the ex-—
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tent to which it participates in following one as distinguished
from another. Evolution is nbt'”blind” or "mute," and its past
is always part of its present as the existence, indeed, crucial
importance of such primal biota as blue-green algae attests.
With increasing diversity and complexity, life forms become more
"willful" in the sense that there is not only more to choose and

T &

there is more “choosing" that is done, but the word 'must" as

an expression of compulsion becomes less compelling and life's

activity and "willfulness" —- its nisus, to use a philosophically
honorable Latin term —- is correspondingly heightened.

Anthropocentricity, here, consists not in reading words like
"will," "choice,'" and "freedom" back into a natural world that
seems beyond the reach of'this terminology, but rather in pro-
jecting its uniquely human meaning into the presumably "dumb"
biota that surround us. We are rapidly losing the ability to work
with gradations of thought or with a language that is conditioned
by the dialectics of continuity. FEveryday life and the binary
number of cybernetics tempts us to abbreviate meanings, to at-
tenuate the shadings aud subtlalties that exist in the flux of real-
ity. Hence we increasingly speak.of '"change' instead of "growth"
as though mechanical kinesis and energetics are valid substitutes
for organic evolution -- whether of ourselves or the surrounding
world. Bad habits foreclose reality to us and derail us from the
paths to insight and nuance. This barbarization of the human "self,"
with its denial of a selfhood and subjectivity that is extrahuman,
takes its toll in our ability to concommitantly distinguish and

unite gradations of a development into a coherent continuum. We

are becoming habitually reductionist and simplistic in our "either .
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or'" mentalitv of segregated categorization -- a reflection of
the savage fragmentation that marks the modern world.

Rudimentarv "will," ”cﬁoice,” and "freedom' ave certainly
not human "will," "choice," and "freedom." Paired against
each 6ther, they are separated by humanity's ability to symbolize,
verbalize, institutionalize relationships into whét we call a
"society'" as distinguished from spontaneously formed biotic com-
munities, and powers of work and cerebration that exist only in
dim form in most animal species( But just as every gestating
human embryo reminds us that our species does not originate full-
grown in this wofld and history lies behind every beginning as
-well as end, so even "self," that precious diadem of the bour-

geois boulevardier who parades his ego on the pavements of our

great cities carries the "slime" of natural history on his shoes.
Which is not to say that social concepts are reducible to na-
tural categoriés —— merely, that they are evolutionary results,
with germinal origins as steeped in the natural world as they are
in the human. The '"facts of life'" are really processes and they
are no more free of organicity than the human body is free of cells.
++

Values, too, are no more free of organicity than the "facts
of 1ife." But the "slime," which caused Sértre to shudder with
horror over the natural origins of society, forms:the material
for a diadem of its own. To Sartre, following the western tra-
dition of a nature ruled by unrelenting law, organicity meant
necessity -- a '"stingy" nature, the "compulsion" of the body,
the "meaningless" inevitability of death, the "imprisonment" of
freedom to 'mecessity." I have argued elsewhere that it is pre-—

cisely a fecund nature, today, that is dying under the comﬁhl~
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sions of a savagely anti-ecological societ lartesianism

~J)s See my book, The Ecology of Freedom (Palo Alto: Cheshire

Books; 1982) especially the "Epilogue."

with its harsh mind-body dualismg/;s not confined to the French,
but it afflicts them more deeply than others. Values conceived
as strictly cerebral products cut across the need for objective
roots. That is to say, they require validation by a tangible
reality, not merely by a wayward and fickle "consensus'" that
assumes its most malighant form in the "public opinion poll" —-

a crude kind of moral ?olitics, based on media manipulation, that
is the very denial of an independent public and a critical body
politic. The fortumes of such abhorrent practices-like capital
puniéhment are testimony to the fact that State-managed murder,
fostered by a democracy based on engineered consent, is no ground-
ing for an ethics that has even a modicum of self-respect,

. That human nature can make nature seem "blind," "mute,"
"cruel," and "stingy' is demonstrated by th#ﬁay the fortunes of
the natural world fare in the custody of the human mind. Marx-
ism's '"dialectical materialism" with its own blind concept of
organic '"lawfulness' that, extrapolated in society, gave Stalin and Afs
ilk the warrant to commit atrocious crimes in the "higher interests"
of history or Hitler's blood-and-soil ethos that brutally claim-
ed many tens of millions of lives on battlefronts and in concen-
tration camps —- all, should suffice to foster prudence, wariness,

and distance toward any strictly naturalistic ethics. And
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S0 it was io be in the first half of this centhry, when our mesr

brilliant fhinkers'eschewed ﬁature'philosophy in any form as

well as the ethical relativism of positivism.“%{

\* I think Particularly of the famous Frankfurt School and es-
pPecially its most outstanding writers, Max Horkheimer and
Theodor Adorno, whose inability to root their concepts of

reason and'ethicg In naturalism of some kind er a positivise-

ic strategy of a purely per#onalistic morality, essentially
~Accounts for the pessimism that marks their outiook inrche E
latter periods of their lives. Even more lmportantly, of couréé,
their pessimism was very existential. It resulted from the
massive defeaéﬁsociety suffered as a consequence of the rise

of Stalinism and fascism.

But nature philosophy, strictly speaking, is often marked
by mythic archaisms at one extreme and mechanistic scientiéz
at the other, and hence it should not be confused with eco-
philogdpﬁy. Nature philosophy tends tb emphasize moral compul -
sion, a "oneness" with the natural world that is cemented by a.
rigid commitment to the notion of "natural law" -~ the harsh
Ananke of fhe éreeks that weighs out with Dike the preordain-.
ed destiny of life, whether as a dialectical telos or an ethi-
cal "penéity"‘for”the_“injustICes" of Being."Ecophilbsophy
deQelops on the rich nutrients of freedom: the Spontaneity, |
diversity, fecundity, tdfosynéfaeicyg and creativity of nature?
particularly in its ecosystem fo . Traditional natur; philos-

- ophy has nearly always been'imperialistic}'iﬁs gospel of total-
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"One" or the terminus of an "Absolute' toward which all strands
of history grandly converge. Ecophilosophy has no closed, much
less predetermiﬁed, end; it emphasizes a dialectic of gradations
that bridges the phases of history but never rarifies them into
an all-absorbing Spirit, deity, logos and all the "efficient
causes" that have given rise to philosophical dualism. Its pro-
cessual stance never neglects the distinctions within natural
history that phase the inorganic into the organic, the biotic
into the social, and the communal into the individual —- in short,
the gradations that give rise to a richly articulated continuum
rather than a grey and.colorless continuity.

And it is from this image of a processual nature with its
unifying concepts of creativity, mutualism, and a freedom spawned
by the self-directiveness of life that the grounding for an ob-
jective ethics can be formulated. Which is notr to say that na-
ture is '"ethical’ in the human sense that it is consciously self-
reflective or self-evaluative. Naturé is neither "cruel'" or
"kind,'" "virtuous" or "evil, ''gentle" or 'harsh." Nor for that
matter is it "hierarchical" or "egalitarian,'" "domineering' or
"democratic," "exploitative'" or "“charitable.' Such anthropo-
morphic readings of a natural ethos are romantic at best or place
a mythic conception of nature in the service of totalitarian polé
itical ideologies at worst. We are already overburdened with
the myth that nature has an "economy" which validates everything
from laissez-faire to socialist planning with its respective id-
eologies of social Darwinism and dialectical materialism.

Indeed, strictly speaking, society is a human phenomenon, not
a natural one. Human social life is constellation of clearly

definable institutions for which there are no parallels in nature
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-— monarchies, republics, democracies, law-making bodies, courts,
police and military establishments, and the like, which differ from
natural communities not only because of their seeming complexity
but their marked intentionality. These institutions are products
of human will, purposiveness, and the products of very distinct
goals, the results of which are superadded to quasi-biological forms
such as the human family and sex-~related roles. If physical prow-
ess or even mental acuteness (as Jane Goodall-Lawick would have us
believe in her studies of chimpanzee "hierarchy'") produced some
kind of of ranking system in the animal world, we would still be
in dire need of a word other than "hierarchy" to explain ranking
systems in the human world. Only human society could have placed
a lunatic like Caligula at the apex of the Roman Empire, a wit-
less fool like Louis XVI on the throne of France, a guileless
schemer like Mary in the court of Scotland, and a mass murderer .
like Stalin in the Kremlin of Russia. These immensely powerful
individuals were the products not of any special gifts —- physical
or mental -- that reared them to positions of commanding dominance;
they were the creatggs of institutions, of intentionally contrived,
human-made structures that we may variously describe as political,
economic, or social —- but clearly not organic. They acquired
power, often of a very oppressive nature, not because of any vis-
ible abilities whatever, but rather by virtue of entirely arti-
ficial mechanisms or institutions that are unique to human social
relationships. Which is to say that while every society —-- a human

artifact with all its hierarchical trappings - must be a community,

not every community is necessarily a societ;

* The use of words like "animal societies" or "'social insects"
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is highly misleading if we do not lose sight of the highly in-
stitutional nature of human societies. Animals may form biotic
communities and even develop clearly functional roles within
them-- which is a far cry from the bureaucracies and military
forces that underpin most human institutions —— but even terms
like '"hierarchy,'" "dominance," and "submission" are grossly
misleading. Such terms are social. They denote ways in which
people are economically exploited and politically controlled,
not relationships in which males, say, have preferred access

to females or particularly desirable territories. Moreover,
the promiscuous use of these terms to cover completely dispar-~
ate animal "hierarchies" such as the ”rénking” that occurs

in obviously reproductive mechanisms asrbeehives and purely
opportunistic relationships in lion prides simply adds to the
confusion that is already endemic among many animal ethologists
and particularly social biologists. This confusion is carried
to the point of absurdity when terms like a ''queen bee' and a
"king of the beasts' are speckled throughout discussions of
functionally diverse "hierarchies" that are similar only by hu-

man analogy and clearly willful human domination.

By the same token, it should be reasonably clear that nature
may be a ground for the rearing of human ethics without being

ethical in the usual anthropomorphic sense of the term. What

g
I am say is that just as there is a graded continuity between
. N
plant-animal communities and human society, so there is graded
continuity between natural mutualism and human ethics. Neither
/5

one or the other gge reducible to each other. Each is separated



~16-

from the other by a wealth of phases and highly articulated
"stages" in which one emerges from the other without becom-
ing mutually subsumed by each other. Just as the inorganic
world becomes the ground for the organic and even penetrates
it to the degree that all life-forms are composed of elements
and non-living molecular structures, so the organic becomes
the ground for the social and penetrates it to the degree
that human beings are mammals, indeed, as Paul Shepard has
emphasized, Paleolithic primates who live in a highly arti-
ficial social world. This graded evolution from the organic
By Lhrodgh
to the social occurs not oanA\a superimposition of institution-
al structures that clearly demarcate human society from animal-
plant communities; iﬁ also occurs ideologically insofar as
ethical standards, moral values, and belief patterns share
an affiliated relationship to natural facts without necessar—
'ily becoming reducible to them. We are social beings in a na-
tural context when we sense and think, just as we are uniquely
parental creatures in a mammalian body when we care and nurture
our young. None can be dissolved into the other and both have
a distinct integrity in their own right. But grade%)anﬁ?media—
ted, and articulated by phases as the connection between them
may be, the connection is always present. In this sense, na-
ture is always the ground for society -- as much in its imper-
atives for association, all institutional structures aside, as
in its stimuli, impulses and drives toward intellectuation and
consciousness.
, £av
These caveats should be emphasized so that wgﬂmove less guard-

edly and more speculatively into the realm of ecological ethics.
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The fact that mutualism, self-maintenance, community, and a ger-
minal kind of freedom lies so close to the heart of the organic

and evolutionary in nature and that nature, given all our caveats,
lies so close to the heart of the social is a reality too compel-
ling to ignore. 1 have sketched an image of an ever-restless and
continually eﬁolving nature with a thrust toward diversity, de-
grees df wholeness, and mutualistic traits that stands at odds

to a highly imperialistic western tradition that is based on dis—
cordant rivalries and a sense of "otherness'" riddled with antag-
onism. The step from natural spontaneity, fecuﬁdity, and mut-
ualism to human intentionality, creativity, and conscious cooper-
ation is qualitatively decisive in giving humanity its due. But
these human forms of behavior and humanity's capacity for intellec —
tuation are not lacking in germinality. They did not appear ab
novo and they must be placed in organic evolution. We do vio—

lence to them when we reduce the social to the natural so completely
that their elucidation belongs to genetics -— E.0. Wilson's "moral-
ity of the gene'" -- than to ecology.

Exaggeration tends to strait jacket every reaction to the west's
tradition of.dualism into an equally extreme one-sidedness of re-
ponse so that the "immorality" of nature (read: "cruelty") must
be overstated with a ''gemetic morality' that matches one wrong
reply with another. Radical social ecology offers some testimony
to the possibility that nature can be re-visioned again in a way
that acknowledges difference without denying continuity, that re-
sponds to exaggeration with balance, that rejects an\2§é:zg;'ethics

> _
without rejecting an organismic ethics. These terminological dis-
tinctions are not mere differences of nuance. They raise ma jor

issues in our highly problematic way of thiﬁking out the associa-
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tion between nature and society. Many well-meaning social eco;
logists still accede to the western myth that hierarchy, for ex-
ample, is simply a way of ordering society, which is to say that
without ranking or dominance-submission relationships, an ani-
mal community from a flock of chickens to a troop of babog;g
would break down into disastrous chaos. Perhaps —- but it is a
very doubtful "perhaps" when this ""baboom-troop" mentality is so
universalized that it is used to explain human behavior, certain-
ly in its early stages. If modern “"civilization" is any guide to
the anthropological past, it could be.regarded as a vast argument
against the virtues of hierarchy which, todéy even more than in
earlier historical periods, is bringing our species to the edge
of extinction.

But what is more disturbing 1is the superficiality of this
”baboon—troop” ethélogy when it is placed under the critical
scrutiny of anthropological fact. The strutting domineering male
of Victorian culture would have probably been a socially disrup-
tive force in band and early tribal communities. And, indeed,
there is much to show that where he emerged and Violéted the
highly egalitarian conventions of early society, he was method-
ically eliminated. The Hopi Indians, the Ihalmiut Eskimos, and
many such band and tribal peoples emphasized the virtues of re-
tiring behavior, of reduction of competition, and of a gentle
humility in their treatment of each other. As cultures which
fostered an egalitarian sharing of power, they found overly con-
picuous, highly egoistic, and the boastful pre%%ng of home~bred
megalomaniacs intolerable. Farley Mowatt's account of an Thal-

miut shaman who, tainted by extensive contact with whites, be-
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came invidiously possessive of objects and presumably the

wives of male members of his own community was simply killed’////’fzr

when efforts to correct his behavior were exhauste@f
like so many similar ones reported by anthropologists, is tes-

timony not only against the prejudices of "baboon-troop' eth-

ok
et

with social stability so commonplace in modern social thought

ology; it casts strong doubts on the identification of h:’Lerarchy\j'?éJ7

e

¥, And by no means modern.. From the very inception of hier-
archical society and most visibly in the Victorian era, the
paterfamilias had a vested interest in identifying his comman-
ding position with "order' and the rule of "law.'" We are the
unknowing heirs of a hierarchical mentality that reaches not
only into the political and domestic spheres but into our very
way of experiencing reality with its convention 6§én "order of
one to ten,'" 'trade-offs," and "bottom lines." Aristotle, on
this score, was more candid than later ideoclogists when he de-
clared in ''Book One'" of The Politics that the patriarchal fam-
oL

ily is the realm of lawlessness, of blind command) obedience,
- A

and of violence.

To claim that radical social ecology seeks to radicalize nature
is not an ideological metaphor. It is an attempt to radicalize not
only nature -- or, at least, our conception of nature -- but to
radicalize the more sound ecological views that only partly counter-—
vail the western tradition. This tradition takes its toll on many of

its critics in an insidious way. Hierarchy is still taken very much
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for grantedand the_“naboon;trOOp" ethology is still carelesely
applied to early human behavior even when it is often contra-
dicted by anthropological fact. The "morality of the gene'" and
the reductionist mentality.of cybernetic interpretations of eco-
systems often intermingles with highly sensitive organicist views.
Women anthropologiste have made the important point (as Robert
Briffault was to emphasize some sixty years ago) that society
could [E;;elggxgzjemerged without the nurture provided by fe-
males and the prlonged maturation of the young. Lovelock and
Margulis have carried this mutualistic relationship into the
very "building blocks" of our physical development the eukary—
otic cell. Others from Kropotkin to Trager have made mutualism
a gulding principle in evolution.

What may account for the limitations that burden our newer

ecological and evolutionary‘ theories is precisely the fact

that they remain theories -- not sensibilities. We may "revere"

nature, “love" her, hypostasize her role in our lives, but we do

‘so intellectually -- no failing in itself' - without exploring

the sensibility that makes these attitudes organic. Put simply:

we possess an organic theory without the organicity of attitude

that gives it viability. One feature of our flawed attitude

easily comes to mind: our image of nature as an abstraction,

perhaps even as a calling, but not necessarily as a '"state of

mind." This abstracted conceptualization of nature appears most

strikingly in our decidedly limited view ofrorganiciindividual-
ity, of the concrete sense of "self," however dim, that abides in
every living organism.

The western tradition betrays the inward side of life: the

‘recognition that every living thing seeks to preserve its own

individual being and thereby has a sense of 1ts own existential

L TP ; DR R P oW w1 I'"- "' ’lﬂa

bl
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self-possession. OQur culture teaches us to deal with nonhuman
life~-forms as though they are mere objects for us, the consti-
uents of a raw collective existence we call "species,'" "genera,"
and all the categories that make up the binomial nomenclature.
This process of objectification is self-flattering to us ——
that is, up to the point when we find that we are the original
victims of this betrayal and have been objectified as much as
nonhuman beings. Jacob Burckhardt's protest against the ab-
straction of selfness, of the concrete individual, into vague,
impersonal historical categories is an irate objection to a
transcendental historicism that sees the past and its suffer-
ing as the mere pedestal for our present in all its egocen-
tricity and self-aggrandizement. "Everybody considers his

own time to be, not one of the many passing waves, but the
fulfillment of time . . ." he declares. Humanity's life, how-

ever, "is a whole; its temporal and local vicissitudes appear

d misfortune, only to the weakness

up or downij#a for

ik

of our understanding. ?Athis sense, I would add, we owe

an eternal debt to thé té%rible sufferings and fears of all
past generations whose lives we have so lightmindedly and ar-
rogantly subsumed to the elevation of our own happiness, such
as it may be. There are no "higher purposes' in history or
society that warrent their torment and our smug satisfaction as
the "apex'" of social development.

Tribal peoples are wiser and more sensitive to the hurts of
life, past as well as present, than we. The torment of living

i1s not sublated into the collective destiny of a species or genus.

It is the hurt of an indiwvidual beaver, bear, or deer. Among these



272

"primitives," the inwardness of life in all its variety is
richly subjectivized -- and rightly so —- as the shared exper-—
ience of the hunter who seeks the game and the prey that '"con-
sents' to fall to the impact of his weapons. Not generic "an-
imals'" but individual animals have a personhood that evokes re-
spect and fair-dealing. Hence, in this "primitive" world, to
speak of nature's subjectivity is not idiosyncratic; it is the
very substance of this early tradition and its sensibility —-
indeed, the way in which the "other" and "otherness'" as a whole
is experienced within the entire terrain of reality. Nature is
- more than a physico-chemical phenomenon; it is alive and inten—
sely "peopled,'" not only by individual humans but by individual
nonhuman life-forms. Where the western tradition is built on
a crass disrespect for life, indeed, a hatred of it, the "prim-
itive" tradition is vitally open not only to the hard "facts of
life" conceptually but also existentially.

Our abuse of nature has very deep psychic roots —-- and ultim—
ately derives from a spiteful hatred of the personal claims of
other human beings to 1ife. Owing to its hierarchical and pat-—
riarchal origins, the western tradition lacks empathy not only
for nonhuman beings but for the human ego itself. The tally of
its history is a heap of debris in which the rubble of cities is
mixed with smashed machines and fragmented bodies, strewn pell-
mell in a vast ruin that constitutes the real "témple” to its
"civilization." Animals, to say the least, barely receive any
attention as part of this horrible ruin. We basically regard them
as the "failures" of evolution of which we, to be sure, are the
“apex,"the discards of ''progress' which exist merely to used,

often with monstrous cruelty, for our most trivial ends. The
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domination of nature is more than a utilitarian project that

is meant to "free" us from the '"slime of history." It is a
hidden calling, an act of human self—aséértion and self-redem-
ption that whispers the subdued and frightening message that we
may well prove to be evolution's greatest failure in the cosmic
scheme of things.

Not accidentally, it is really the artist who normally "feels"
for ngture and accepts her on her own terms, not with the abstrac-
tions of the scientist for whom nature is a mere grindstone with
which to achieve intellectual elegance. In art, nature appears
as she really is -- richly concrete, explosive in her wealth of
distinect forms and colors, identifiable in her multitude of ex-
istential phenomena and their claims to individual recognitiop.
Here, in the paintings of a Turner and the novels of a Tolstoy,
art finally comes together with an ecological sensibility to
produce not only an efhiés of goodness but an ethics of beauty.
The Greek ideal that virtue is adorned in its own esthétic sub-
limeness is realized in that ancient sense of harmony from which

all the great goals of humanity draw their inspiration and sense

of meaning.

Burlington, VT, July 1, 19884
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