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Deep Ecology and Its Social Philosophy: 
A Critique 

Bron Taylor 

Deep ecology philosophy is both more and less plural than is usually recog- 
nized. To assess such philosophy fully, we must apprehend both its diversity 
and that which makes it possible to speak of deep ecology as an emerging phi- 
losophy and movement. 

For nearly a decade I have been conducting ethnographic and archival re- 
search exploring this movement, especially in North America. In this essay I(1) 
describe the forms deep ecology assumes as it trickles down from philosophers 
and shapes much of the grassroots environmental movement in the United 
States; (2) argue that the Green ideology known as bioregionalism has almost 
universally been grafted onto deep ecology, becoming its de facto social philos- 
ophy; and (3) evaluate the cenrral conceptual claims and b~oregional social phi- 
losophy that are typically found in grassroots deep ecology. 

Deep Ecology on the Ground 

Deep ecology on the ground is simpler than in the philosophical literature. This 
is partly because few activists have read or t aka  time to read such material 
widely. One consequence of this is that environmental activists who embrace 
deep ecology tend to adopt simpler understandings of it than do writers of deep 
ecology philosophy.' 

Deep ecology on the ground is, conversely, more complicated than most ver- 
sions found in the philosophical literature. This is partly because its rank-and- 
file practitioners are less interested than are its philosophical advocates in 
resolving inconsistencies or in defending a particular version of deep ecology. 

Consequently, grassroots deep ecology has become a bricolage of countercul- 
nual ideas fused to a kind of genaic (comrnon-denominator) understanding of 
deep ecology. This generic deep ecology can be expressed simply, in a way that 
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echoes the "eightfold platform" articulated by Arne Naess and George Ses- 
sions: Alllife has value, apart from its usefulness to human beings, and thus, all 
life ought to be allowed to continue its evolutionary unfolding.' This simple 
proposition, often reduced to the term "biocentrism" or "ecocentrism," cap- 
tures well the central moral claim of deep ecology." 

If this is correct, then deep ecology's grassroots evolution has little to do with 
Naess's apron diagram, whether specific "ecosophies" ("T" or  others) are com- 
pelling, or whether there is a better term than "deep ecology" to express its key 
 presupposition^.^ Many activists who identify with the deep ecology move- 
ment, of course, have read and resonate with the eightfold platform. They 
agree that all life matters, and that if people are to respect living systems, they 
must dramatically change their lifestyles and political arrangements in ways 
that reduce human population, consumption, and ecologically unsustainable 
technologies. 

The Wider Complex of Deep Ecology Ideas and Ideals 

Thus, deep ecology on the ground seems, at first glance, to be content with a 
simple formula and general call to action. But there are perspectives underlying 
and deduced from what I am calling the "generic" form of deep ecology which 
are so widely shared that they may be considered, for practical and analytical 
purposes, important if not essential parts of it. 

Watern Desacralizarion and Anthropocentrism as Root Cause; Earthen 
Spirimality and Bioregional Ideology as Antidote 
Many Greens, perhaps especially those identifying with deep ecology, believe 
that monotheistic religions foster environmentally destructive behavior. Those 
religions shape consciousness such that humans believe that (1) they are the 
only species which deserves moral consideration and (2) the holy is above or 
beyond the world, and thus Earth's living systems are of penultimate moral 
concern. Additionally, such religion is criticized as intolerant of and repressive 
toward peoples whose ideas and cultures are more ecologically sustainable. Put 
simply, Western religions are anthropocentric and *desacralizen nature; conse- 
quently they precipitate a war on nature and nature-beneficent cultures, and 
are the central engines of environmental calamity.' 

The flip side of this coin is that Western religious idea-complexes must be 
oveaurned in order for humans to harmonize their lives with nature. This helps 
to explain why deep ecology philosophers think it is important to reject 
monotheism (considered the antinature, "dominant paradigm" of Western reli- 

gion and philosophy) while resurrecting and defending the lifeways and reli- 
gions of the world's esoteric religious traditions and remnant foraging societies. 

George Sessions, for example, suggested that Western people could grope 
their way back to a proper understanding of the "God/Tiature/Man relation- 
ship" via the pantheism of the seventeenth-century philosopher Baruch 
Spinoza.6He borrowed from Aldous Huxley (who borrowed in turn from Leib- 
nil) a belief in "perennial philosophy,"' a variety of alternative, nature-benefi- 
cent ideals scattered globally and found especially in world's surviving 
indigenous peoples, religions originating in the Far East, and among Jewish, 
Christian, and Muslim contemplative mystics.' 

The ubiquitous critique of Western spirituality also helps to explain why so 
many deep ecology acrivists have been involved in Earth-oriented ritualizing. 
Indeed, in 1982, Bill Devall criticized environmentalists for failing to "recon- 
nruct [and] rediscover the earth bonding processes--which worked so well for 
primal peoples" while praising thoseengaged in countercultural spirituality for 
leading the way.9 In the years since he wrote those words, radical environrncn- 
talists have designed many rites to evoke and deepen feelings of connection to a 
sacred Earrh and its many manifestations.1° 

Gary Snyder and Paul Shepard (more than Sessions, Devall, or even Arne 
Naess) developed many of the ideas that would become central to the form 
deep ecology would take at the grass roots. In "Four Changes' (written before 
Naess coined the term "deep ecology" and published in a Pulitzer Prize- 
winning book titled Turtle Island) Snyder expressed virtually all the ideas that 
would later be sketched into the deepecology platform." He penned additional 
ideas that today are truisms, or  nearly so, within the deep ecology movement. 
"Western Culture," he asserted, is the "root of the environmental crisis" be- 
cause it severs culture from the "very ground of its own being.. . from wilder- 
nes~ . " '~  

Far preferable, Snyder claimed, are the beliefs of "Gnostics, hip Marxists, 
Teilhard de Chardin Catholics, Druids, Taoists, Biologists, Witches, Yogins, 
Bhikkus, Quakers, Sufis, Tibetans, Zens, Shamans, Bushmen, American 
Indians, Polynesians, Anarchists, [and] Akhemists."" He also endorsed pan- 
theistic beliefs in "nature herself. . . the great goddess, the Magna Mater" 
who, he added, "I regard . . . as a very real entity."" Snyder further argued that 
the animistic perceptions found in "all primitive cultures" demonstrate that 
people can learn to understand and speak for the nonhuman world.'~,Thus, 
Snyder's essay is noteworthy, and not only as an early expression of the desire 
to supplant Western monotheism with spiritualities considered more nature- 
beneficent. 
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Meanwhile, Paul Shepard was doing more than any other deep ecology ar- 
chitect to advance the central radical enVironmemal cosmogony, its story about 
how today's world came to be. In several remarkable books, Shepard blamed 
the rise of pastoral and agricultural lifeways, both of which tamed animals (in- 
cluding humans), for destroying environmental and human emotional health.'6 
Both pastoral and agricultural societies required political centralization and a 
warrior class for their expansion and perpetuation. They violently suppressed 
foraging peoples, supplanting their cultures with cultures in which people had 
little contact with nature and leu "attentiveness" to it, turning the world into a 
"thing" instead of a "presence," widely destroying animistic spirituality and 
ethical sensitivity toward nature." Pastoralism especially promoted these 
trends, producing hierarchical sky-God cosmologies and violent centralized 
human cultures that severed the gods and the sacred from Earth, unleashing a 
war against it. Such cosmologies were often, according to Shepard, fused to the 
agricdture with which they became enmeshed and mutually dependent." 

In Coming Home fo the Pleistocene, completed just before his death in 1996, 
Shepard summarized his lifework: "If there is a single complex of events re- 
sponsible for the deterioration of human health and ecology, agricultural civi- 
lization is it."lq Despite the relentless, ten thousand-year drive toward an 
impoverishing domestication, humans can rediscover appropriate lifeways, 
ones in which a life in wild nature is seen as 'a basic optimum human environ- 
ment".'O "A new paradigm of primordial recovery" is possible, Shepard ar- 
gued, one that "models optimum qualities of human life not only in terms of 
philosophy and culture but also in food, exercise, and society, as these existed 
among late Pleistocene humanity and still exist in relic hunterlgatherer peo- 
ples."" The potential resides in the human genome itself, Shepard believed, in 
our genetic inheritance from millennia as evolving Homo sapiens. In the human 
genome, wildness and wisdom remain--and they can teach us how to live. 

Such "Back to the Pleistocene" sentiment was proclaimed early on by Gary 
Snyder in Turtle Island, bur his thinking later moderated. No less a critic of 
modern agriculture, Snyder now urges that we learn from, if not return to, 
'~eolithic or "upper-Paleolithic" lifeways that include small-scale, "tradi- 
tional" (or "indigenous") agriculture and  horticulture.^' 

In response, Shepard gently criticized Snyder, as well as influential farmer- 
writers (and bioregionalists) Wes Jackson and Wendell Berry, for failing to push 
"the thesis of an undiluted model of primal life to its conclusion." He acknowl- 
edged, however, the apparent impracticality of this ideal, stating that he would 
certainly prefer that their Neolithic consciousness would "prosper-and pre- 
vail" over current lifeways.13 

These figures, whose ideas have influenced grassroots deep ecology, believe 
that the domestication of plant and animal life and agriculture itself inexorably 
reduce biological diversity. Indeed, despite disagreements about which food 
production technology we should use, Snyder, Shepard, and early environmen- 
talists such as John Muir and Henry David Thoreau, who are considered to be 
elders by contemporary deep ecologists," all trace the primordial fall from a 
foraging paradise to agriculture." Such a cosmogony fuels the turn toward the 
local and a desire for a bioregional polity-an important if not universal aspect 
of grassroots deep ecology. 

Summarized simply, hioregionalists envision decentralized governance IUcom- 
munity self-rule" and "participatory democracy," in movement parlance) 
within political boundaries redrawn to reflect the natural contours of differing 
ecosystem types.= Such polity is needed because within a given ecological re- 
gion people can-by virtue of "being there" and 'learning the land," its cli- 
mate patterns, native flora and fauna, water systems, soils, and so on-better 
care for and build ecologically sustainable lifeways than can people and institu- 
tions placed farther away. The region itself, moreover, can become a p a n  of 
human identity. To take care of one's place, therefore, is to take care of oneself. 
It does not require altruism or sacrifice. As with deep ecology, such a shift in 
human identity, a sense of loyalty to place, requires a fundamental spiritual re- 
orientation toward a holistic, ecocentric worldview. 

It was in Turtle Island that Snyder articulated the ideas which would provide 
the bedrockof bioregionalism, more than five years before the term was coined." 
By the 1990s bioregionalism was firmly grafted to the grassroots deep ecology 
movement in North America.>' To a significant extent, bioregionalism would put 
flesh on the skeleton of a deep ecology platform that was strikingly bereft of po- 
litical conviction. Indeed, bioregionalism provided the deep ecology movement 
with the social philosophy that any comprehensive philosophy must develop. 

Summary: The Wider Complex 
Snyder, Shepard, and others have promoted a complex of ideas that are now in- 
timately associated with deep ecology: We suffered a primordial fall from a for- 
aging paradise in which domestication and agriculture accompanied the 
destruction of nature-sympathetic (especially animistic and pantheistic) reli- 
gious perceptions, rituals, and lifeways. We should defend, learn from, and 
help revitalize the world's remnant foraging societies or small-scale agricul- 
tures, and strive toward bioregional modes of identity and political gover- 
nance. These are among the transformations needed if we are to construct 
lifeways that ensure biological and cultural diversity. 
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A recovery of ecological sustainability requires a rejection of modern, 
Western, anthropocentric, and monotheistic modes of consciousness, biore- 
gional deep ecology proclaims. This simultaneously will involve a return to or  
invention of ritual forms that promote what could he called "primal" con- 
sciousness or spirituality.19 It will produce emotionally healthy animals, includ- 
ing humans. A rransformed consciousness and proper spiritual perception will 
yield a love for the land and all life, promote local acts of compassion, and ig- 
nite resistance to environmental destruction. Such consciousness change will 
eventuate in bioregional activism and political organization.jO 

Despite such broad agreement, Snyder and Shepard disagreed about the abil- 
ity of the world's great, cosmopoliran religions to foster the needed perceptual 
changes. In his final hook, Shepard &st quoted Snyder, agreeing with him that 
"otherworldly philosophies end up doing more damage to the planet (and 
human psyches) than the existential conditions they seek to transcend." He 
protested, however, Snyder's use of Jainism and Buddhism as models: "Surely 
thew are two of those great, placeless, portable, world religions whose ultimate 
concerns are not just universal hut otherworldly." Although Shepard clearly 
preferred that religion remain located bioregionally, he could discern n o  con- 
tradicrion in Snyder's personal life between his bioregional commitments and 
his approval of some type of cosmopolitan religion. Shepard concluded, "I sus- 
pect that Snyder, like [Wendell] Berry and [Wes] Jackson, is not so much fol- 
lowing tradition as doing what Joseph Campbell called "creative mythology."3' 

This is a good point to conclude this brief overview of deep ecology as it 
grows on the ground, for whether in the work of theorists like Snyder and 
Shepard, or  in the ritualizing found among deep ecology groups, mythmaking 
(and ritualizing) is important and ongoing. Cosmogonic myths diagnose our 
current predicament: Agricultures (and later, large, centralized nation-states) 
have supplanted foraging lifeways and produced ecological and spiritual dys- 
function. From such myths is deduced a decentralist preference that shapes 
deep ecology's hioregional social philosophy. They shape its evangelical strat- 
egy: To heal the Earth and all i n  creatures, we must find ways to recover or  in- 
vent a regionally placed, postanrhropocentric consciousness and spirituality. To 
whatever extent possible, we must return to the primal lifeways of foraging 
people or of small-scale, premonothcistic agricultures, which have traditionally 
generated place-based identities and evoked kinship feelings for nonhuman na- 
ture. 

Consciousness transformation, it is believed, is the firsr step toward the 
needed behavioral changes. 

A Critique of Deep Ecology 

The following critique of bioregional deep ecology depends on the general ac- 
curacy of the preceding portrait. I have identified, based on fieldwork and text- 
based research, central beliefs found among deep ecology proponents and 
movements. 1 do not claim, by focusing on the mainstreams and central ten- 
dencies of deep ecological thought, that everyoneassociated with the deep ecol- 
ogy movement uncritically endorses these tendencies. Quite the contrary: 
Within most social movements there is pluralism as well as some idea-glue that 
hinds together the group, however tenuously. Because of space limitations, 
however, I must focus my critique on the main conceptual tendencies found in 
North America's deep ecology movements. 

AGeneral Critique of Deep Ecology's Social Philosophy 
Bioregional deep ecology generally asserts the binary associations found in 
table 14.1. My central argument is that such ideology would be more com- 
pelling if i n  advocates would eschew simplistic binary oppositions and mono- 
causal explanations in their efforts to explain the causes of and solutions to 
environmental degradation. 

Sometimes, of course, such dichotomies insightfully illuminate how certain 
social variahles, cultural differences, and historical developments shape human 
lifeways and impact nature. A problem arises, however, when such dichotomies 
areviewed, as they often are, as distinct and rigid oppositions, or as variables 
whose influence runs in a single direction. When examined in historical and 
cross-cultural perspective, it becomes clear that such oversimplifications are 
grounded in a misleading failure to appreciate the diversity and complexity of 
human cultures and political economies. 

The failure of many deep ecology advocates to appreciate such complexity 
signals either social-scientific naked  or  interpretive hubris. The latter is highly 
ironic, for in other important ways, hioregional deep ecologists express a n  un- 
usual and laudable humility. Even though it is difficult, if not impossible, to es- 
cape anthropocentrism,l' the effort to do so, and the claim that all life has value 
apart from i n  usefulness to human beings, is a salutary act of moral imagina- 
tion, perhaps even a spiritual insight. Such humility is morally praiseworthy: 
Willingness to consider equally the interests of othen (wtmetimes even above 
one's own) is widely and properly recognized as virtuous. Individuals involved 
in deep ecology movements do, generally speaking, make significant sacrifices 
(at least as conventionally understood) in their efforts to promote sustainability 
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Tnblc 14.1 
Binary associsrions in bioregional deep ecolom -. 
Good Bad 

Foraging lor small-scale organic 
honiculmral) societies 

Animistic, pantheistic, 
goddess-matriarchal, or Eastem mligions 

BiocentrismlEfocenuism 
(promotes consirvation) 

Intuition 
Holistic worldviews 
Decenualism 
Primitive technology 
Regional self-sufIiciency 
Anarchism/pardciparory democracy 
Radicalism 

- 

Pastoral and agricultural societies 

Monotheistic, sky-God, 
patriarchal, Western religions 

Anthropocenuism 
(promotes dcstruaion) 

Reason (especially instrumental) 
Mechanistic and dualistic woddviews 
Centralization 
Modern rechnology 
Globalization and international trade 
Statism, cormption, authoritarianism 
Pragmatism 

through lifestyle simplification and political action. They express a commend- 
able humility when they insist that ecosystems are more complex than we can 
know, deducing from this a powerful rationale for precautionary principles 
that demand the protection of all ecosystem types as wilderness or biosphere 
IeSeNeS. 

Yet such humility often evaporates when deep ecology advocates ~m their 
attention to political and economic systems. This is ironic, partly because dual- 
istic distinctions, such as summarized in table 14.1, seem incongruent with the 
holistic, antidualistic metaphysics endorsed by most deep ecologists. Given 
such holism, it is surprising how often deep ecology advocates articulate or  oth- 
erwise express dualistic beliefs to the effect that some such systems are "unnat- 
ural."" Equally ironic is that many such holistic thinkers fail to apprehend 
that, because political and economic systems are embedded in ecosystems, they 
are also highly complex. 

Complexity suggests mom than a suspicion of monocausal explanations for 
social reality. It underscores the difficulty of identifying the relative importance 
of the multlple variables contributing to social realities and social transforma- 
tions. An understanding of socioeconomic systems as aspects of even more 
complex living systems clarifies why it is often difficult for scholars or activists 
to discern which strategies might best effect the desired transformations. An 
understanding of political complexity would lead to greater humiliry when 
making tactical and strategic recommendations, and less antipathy toward 

those with similar goals but differing political judgments about how best to 
pursue them. This is not an abstract point. Those well acquainted with internal 
politics among environmentalists know how common it is for strategic dis- 
agreements to devolve into counterproductive brawls. 

This general critique, and the negative effects of simplistic historical and so- 
cial scientific analysis, can be used to evaluate, through cross-cultural and his- 
torical examples, several specific claims that arc endemic within the biorcgional 
deep ecology movement. 

To summarize: Deep ecology advocates argue that 

1. Anthropocentric attitudes, emerging with agricultural and pastoral liveli- 
hoods, and subsequently grounded in Western philosophies and religions, are 
causing the current extinction episode. 
2. Hope requires widespread resistance to environmental degradation a n d  the 
evolution of bioregional governance and bioregionally sustainable lifeways. 
3. This requires that we replace anthropocentric with aocentric attitudes. 
4. Such replacement in turn requires that we "resacralize" our perceptions of 
n a m e  and, thus, a religious revival of indigenous and Eastern religions, or 
holistic metaphysics (such as Spinozan philosophy or 'scientific" pantheism). 
In short, deep ecology posits that a transformation of human consciousness 
must take place if humans are to reestablish harmony with nonhuman nature. 

A Critique of Specific Claims and Assumptions 
On Conscioosness and Environmental Behavior We do not have convincing 
empirical (quantitative) research correlating environmental attitudes and be- 
havior. Nevenheless, my fieldwork in North America suggests that in the afflu- 
ent, industrialized West, people espousing ecoccntric values do promote 
environmentally aware lifestyles and passionate political action more consis- 
tently and passionately than those who express anthropocentric attitudes and 
presuppositions." There is ample evidence, however, that the dichotomies and 
correlations surmised by many deep ecology advocates (e.g., in table 14.1) are 
not as strong as they presume. Indeed, the increasing number and diversity of 
ecological resistance movements around the world suggest that some deep ecol- 
ogy premises are, if anything, decreasingly apt generalizations about social re- 
ality. 

This was an important finding of my on-the-ground research that explored 
diverse and widely dispersed examples of movements promoting environmen- 
tal protection which have been variously been characterized as "militant" o r  
"radical."" This cross-cultural research challenged the prevalent deep ecologi- 
cal conviction that consciousness change toward an euxentric, deep ecological 
spirituality is a precondition of 'radical" environmental action. Although we 
























