We are part of our ecosystem 

"Man is born natural and is everywhere in culture..."
My ‘epigraph’ might very naturally lead us to consider the following question:  If it is true that humans are or were at the outset natural, and that it is our cultures and civilizations which has led to the Earth's increasing devastation, then how should such we react to this devastation, if not by affirming Nature and severely questioning Culture? I want to suggest that there is something very problematic about the phrasing of such questions as this. They continue a venerable but troubling intellectual tradition, which we may term for convenience the ‘Nature vs. Culture' debate (a debate which sits right alongside its close cousin, the nature-nurture debate). This debate involves further questions such as: Which is responsible for the other? Does Nature provide the substance, and Culture just a few trimmings? Or is Nature fully constructed by Culture, materially and metaphysically a human artifact? 

I wish to subvert the conversation which would have us continue to act as if the question ''Does Nature make Culture, or vice versa?'' were a live one. I contend that the question is actually deeply moribund - though not because it can be decisively answered one way or another. Rather, we need to re-orient the conversation. 

It will be my contention that some of the major innovations in Western philosophical thought in this century have long since provided the materials with which to thoroughly evade
 the debate, not perpetuating obfuscation through the use of terms such as 'Nature' and 'Culture'
. Are there more positive reasons why we should wish to end the Nature versus Culture debate? I believe so, and that they have to do with being able to say and do things which are environmentally ethical, and yet politically pragmatic (which is not to be equated with 'compromised'). Concretely, the possibility for which I will argue is that it is possible to re-forge our environment (including ourselves) in the best ways possible without trying forlornly to separate out which elements in that environment are 'genuinely natural'.

Somebody, a literary theorist eager to resolve interdisciplinary misunderstandings perhaps, might at this point wish to intervene: ''I can help end the debate: Why not simply stress Culture, given the ubiquity of human construction of the world we live in? After all, the 'hardest' of hard scientists is still at work in a community of inquiry, in a cultural setting; all of us are in the final analysis really creators and analysers of texts.'' All the world's a text, and men and women merely its authors, as it were.

A reply must centre on the point that the conceptualisation of Culture as all-pervasive, as if everything that humans touch turns to Culture, is highly problematic. The problem is: such a totalisation of Culture, if intended to play an explanatory or foundational role with regard to 'Nature,' is ultimately empty.

Now, to see this one has to face a systematic ambiguity in the term, 'construct' which alone gives the hypothetical intervention any plausibility.  Namely, is it being envisaged that Civilization now limitlessly (re-)constructs Nature physically/materially, through our rapacious bio-technological power; or is a more fundamental sense of metaphysical construction - through representational categories, or categories of thought - being envisaged?  In the former sense, it is fairly obvious that some elements at least of Nature will remain impervious to or antecedent to human construction. That is, humans cannot literally create or construct all or even most phenomena that we are inclined to call 'natural', even if it is possible to alter or destroy - to reconstruct, perhaps - many. As for the latter sense of 'construct': if everything is culturally constructed then nothing is explained merely by the invoking of this 'social/cultural construction'.  To say that nature is totally culturally constructed in this sense is as yet actually to say nothing. This is so even if we think of the construction in question as being through the kind of idealized formalization which overtook nature with the Scientific Revolution 
- that is, if the cultural construction in question is through scientific culture. For such construction can only be reconstruction, of some things; if it is supposed to extend to everything then we are only expressing our determination not to allow anything to be described in terms other than scientific terms - we are not yet saying anything in those (or any other) terms.

There is only any plausibility to a strong Culturalist/Constructionist thesis before its inherent ambiguity is unmasked - i.e. before we realize that such a thesis is either false (if taken in the material sense) or vacuous (if taken in the metaphysical sense).
 

Let us now consider a related ambiguity in 'Nature'. As has already been hinted, some life-scientists and Environmentalists tend to run together at least two senses of 'Nature' - one, in which Nature is everything, is inescapable and all-encompassing, because (emptily) totalised; a second, in which Nature is something certainly not wholly dominated by 'Man', and is (at least potentially) separable from Culture  (We might designate what those who thus equivocate have in common 'Naturealist').  Only in the second sense can Nature have a normative role - as something to destroy, to fight, to master, to explore, to protect, to cherish, to become one with. In the first sense, everything we do, no matter what it is, is natural, to be described and explained 'naturalistically'. So one can draw no conclusions about whether to protect or respect something because it is part of nature, in this sense. Someone who totalises nature has nothing to say to an opponent who claims, for instance, that aggression is a natural drive, or that causing mass devastation is just man's (or AIDS's) natural mission. 

It is the second sense of 'nature' that is of particular interest in the present paper, because it has more ethical attractions - it might well with some justice be thought to allow for the 'defence of Nature' position mentioned at the start of this paper
.  But again, this cuts both ways - for Nature as the not-human can as easily be attacked as defended. This second sense of 'Nature', then, is arguably one in which Nature has assumed the figure of 'Woman'. To take an instance of this, consider 'Gaia' imagery, currently extremely popular, with the new height of influence that its creator, James Lovelock, has reached - doesn't such imagery always run the real risk of buying into the very stereotypes that one is trying elsewhere in one's work and life to overcome
?  The worry is this: That Nature will be alternately respected, romanticised, raped and reclaimed repeatedly at least until this conceptualisation of 'Her' is emended or ended. I am claiming that a risk intrinsic to the rhetoric of many Ecologists, to (for example) the rhetoric of 'Mother Earth', is an immediate consequence of this being in the main only the flip side of the old rhetoric and strategies of 'mastering', 'conquering' and 'husbanding' (the last in particular a term extremely ripe for Feminist analysis and deconstruction in this context!). Those who support and cherish Nature (in the second sense given above) risk supporting only the long-running dialectic of adoration versus debasement, a 'dialectic' unlikely to rescue us from the on-going devastation of the Earth... . If one sees plainly the disambiguated senses of 'nature' which actually undergird this side of the debate, one will opt for neither; which, once again, is why those who invoke the figure of 'Nature' figured female - whether to disrespect her, or to discover her, or to defy her, or to deify Her, or to delight in her - often take care, again, not to effect such disambiguation.
  

  In short: Lovelock’s ‘Gaia’ idea is deeply politically dangerous. To save the whales, to save the biosphere, to save the humans, it is not necessary to buy into plain silly gender-stereotypings of this rock in space on which we are all spinning.

Now, of course, some feminists employ the rhetoric of 'Mother Earth'. Whether or not one does, one ought at least to show an awareness of the dangers of relying on either sense of 'Nature' as given above (or, worse still, on systematic ambiguity between them). Radical Feminist Mary Daly is a major example of a feminist philosopher who has shown just such an acute awareness. The twin risks of making whatever happens natural (and therefore 'O.K.') on the one hand, and of viewing/figuring the Earth as female on the other, come together in Daly's unexpectedly savage critique of the 'Gaia hypothesis'. The Gaia hypothesis apparently glorifies the beauty and wonder of the 'organism' that is the Earth-Goddess, while potentially allowing that (say) nuclear holocaust could be part of the natural process of our planet's 'development'. I.e. It is compatible with the Gaia hypothesis that the Earth might 'protect herself' by fomenting mass destruction, mass extinction.
 One could read Mary Daly's gyn-ecological quest as that of the finding of a path toward making sense of our being 'always already' not just interdependent with but part of the planet, and even of each other, etc.  A sense of this profound non-alienation is what this paper is all about.  By contrast, the "respect and love" adduced for Gaia by the proponents of the Gaia hypothesis reeks of a deep othering.
  It is as though these latter who are studying (e.g. like some life-scientists) or glorifying (e.g. some deep ecologists and - in this respect - some non-Dalyian feminists) the biosphere cannot succeed in coherently and deeply envisioning themselves as part of it.
According to my analysis thus far, then, pro-Environmental thinkers and activists, those who truly ('deeply') understand themselves to be of the world, have reason strongly to be suspicious of terms like 'Cultural Construction' and 'Nature'. And one might worry that, even were our discourse or at least our understandings of these terms to be re-cast to take account of such suspicion, there might still be certain undesirable aspects of the 'Nature vs. Culture' debate that we would be unable to avoid perpetuating. Particularly, the alienation between the two central terms of the debate or any replacements for them, their 'object vs. subject' orientation.  And thus the discursive situation would remain substantively the same, even though we might have appeared to have moved on to a less intrinsically problematic position. Though I cannot hope to illustrate this in every actual or possible case, let me tackle once more an apparent ‘counter-example’ to my suggestion that invoking (e.g.) 'Nature' in a novel way is not enough to free one from the vicissitudes of the 'Nature vs. Culture' dualism. The apparent counter-example is of certain major strands in the Green movement, in contemporary Ecological consciousness and practice: It is said that “Man,” the destructive animal, will technologize and colonize Nature into oblivion—unless a lesson of peace with the planet, of re-union with the oceanic Maternal figure is achieved.  The point is that the Green movement runs the risk, the danger, of presupposing exactly the alienation of culture, of humans, from their/our natural surroundings that it exists to oppose and overcome (except—for contemporary Westerners---possibly in some fantasized long-past era). The rhetoric of achieving peace with the planet, or of putting the earth first…all of this, its tactical value notwithstanding, is a problematic rhetoric still of subject and object, of alienation.

My present suggestion is that we set aside envisioning this general terrain as one of the Nature and Culture(s), that we endeavor to overcome the Nature versus Culture debate altogether.  And this means, among other things, foreswearing so far as is possible any affirmative invocation of Nature and the natural, per se.

“Inhabitants of the world unite: you have nothing to lose but (human) culture.”

A key question for the remainder of the essay is in effect whether this ‘epigraph’ has any more use than—or makes any more sense than—that with which I commenced the essay.  But if one’s suspicions that it does not are well founded, still, how are we to evade the Nature-versus-Culture debate and the confusing academic culture that it has bred?

The core of the proposal lying in some of the greatest philosophizing of the first half of the twentieth century (and explored in more-concrete terms in some feminist and other political thought and activism, as briefly discussed later) is simple—almost, but not quite, too simple.  We have to overcome the trick of language that seduces us into seeing human cultures as in any sense necessarily opposed to “what surrounds us.”  But this is best affected not by totalizing Nature, as we saw earlier, nor yet by totalizing Culture.  We have instead to gain a clear view of our practices (including, but not only, our linguistic practices), and of what these presuppose—our “engulfment” in “the world,” or more prosaically, our being a part of it; rather than either cultivating or directly countering a fantasized alienation from it.

Let me turn to the philosophers who were I think the first fully to recognize this: Dewey, the greatest of the American Pragmatist philosophers, and, perhaps less directly but even more crucially, because more diagnostically effectively, Wittgenstein, the great linguistic ‘philosopher’.  This recognition facilitates the abandonment of uses of the theoretical linguistic practices that tend to perpetuate the Nature-versus-Culture problematic.

Dewy argued in various works that, if one was to talk about nature and culture at all, then cultures were best understood as, very roughly, “special cases” of nature.
  That is, he held human behavior to be the most complex and rapidly evolving of all phenomena, but not qualitatively distinguishable from other animal behavior.  Insofar as it could make sense to distinguishable between cultures and “the natural world” at all, then, the distinction would be one of degree—more “versus” less complex; and more “versus” less malleable.

Thus if one wishes to talk, as philosophers and some others are strongly inclined to do, of Culture, or Nature, or “the Worlds,” one should talk—one would be best advised so to talk, if one wishes to avoid potentially disabling philosophical and ultimately political confusions—roughly as follows: human cultures are communities of organisms that have reached a certain level of complexity and organization.  They are not set against the natural (world) in the sense that there is some special feature unique to the human (Culture), which others (for example, “primitive” humans, animals) lack.  And one should emphasize that it is (overlapping) communities actively coping with the conditions that they meet that are engulfed in or a part of this world.  This is crucial because one can then evade the worry that in doing away with Nature versus Culture one is doing away with sociality altogether.

When one combines attention to Wittgenstein with this Deweyan perspective, a view of humans as copers with their context (including crucially their sociolinguistic surroundings), becomes much more achievable still.  And “context” and “surroundings” are not, in Wittgenstein, found in the misleading and potentially dangerous guise of either Nature or Culture.  Rather, what Wittgenstein termed our “forms of life”/“patterns of living” are internally related to…”the world”?  Perhaps, but—perhaps better still—a word more appropriate for what we are necessarily, undifferentiatedly engulfed in, and engaged in, is…our environment(s).  Wittgenstein held that each of the following three formulations amounts to much the same: that we judge similarly; that we share a pattern of living (or “form of life”); and that we (in other words, any community of speakers/hearers/copers) simply share a common environment that we are always already a part of, and environment in which the “cultural” elements and the “natural” elements are not qualitatively distinguishable.

To see this, consider the following: in virtue of what might one consider that a group of animals has a culture?  Possibly we would say that a bunch of dolphins or baboons held in cadges “under laboratory conditions” do not; but what would be the ground for saying this of such a bunch acting in a context that did not prevent their interaction?  Only, I think, the reasonable presumption that by and large they don’t have: language.
“All” this comes to is the following: the “linguistic” behavior engaged in by nonhuman animals is not of sufficient complexity to earn the name of “language”; but beyond this brute facticity we have no reason for denying that nonhuman animals can have / can be part of culture, for some do have reproducible “social systems” of a kind that involve mutual engagement in and with their environment, an environment that they partially constitute and continually modify.  But if this descritpion is sound, then on what principled basis is the dividing line between culture and nonculture to be drawn?

In Dewey’s works the very term environment is used in precisely the way indicated earlier, as marking and involving an inextricability of what have been called cultural and natural elements.  And while Wittgenstein’s practice involved no such explicit usage of the term, a conception of existence as active engagement as a part(icipation) in a whole or wholes is among the most crucial of his later philosophical insights.  It is common ground between Wittgenstein and Dewey then that the environment(s) of human animals are inextricably cultural/natural, and this is the locus of “a connection of a man [sic], in the way of both dependence and support, with the enveloping world.”

The advantages of the term environment begin with the observation that this term may have the capacity to displace both culture and nature.  And we have now seen why such displacement is necessary; for if there is no opposition between the terms nature and culture, then there is point neither in holding that “everything is natural,” nor in finding nature to be normative.  Ironically enough, Nature can neither be ‘naturalized’ (that is, taken to refer by reduction or by some other theoretic means to some actually existing entity), nor usefully invoked in ethical discourse.  The term environment can help us succeed where the dualistic terms have failed if we understand ourselves as already part of most environments that we describe.  And if we understand environment not as a near-synonym for nature, talk of one’s environment need not be an attempt to discriminate between first nature, second nature, and nonnature.
A further advantage of the term then is that its pluralization is much more straightforward than in the case of nature—it can make perfect sense to talk of environments of massively different scalses, and forms.

But there remains one simple but crucial problem: it is still just a little too easy to see one’s environment as something external to one (compare the frequent use among [say] politicians of the phrase “the natural environment” as a quasi-synonym for nature).  There is a term available that circumvents this difficulty while retaining all the advantages of environment detailed earlier, and remaining true to the insights of Wittgenstein and company: ecosystem.  It is built into the concept that one cannot sustain an external perspective toward one’s ecosystem(s).

My proposal, my suggestion, then, comes down to this: that we try refraining completely from the vocabulary of nature and culture, and instead work seriously and passionately with the vocabulary of different, and in most cases of preferable/less preferable ecosystem(s).  The latter notion is harmlessly parasitic upon actually preferred and not preferred ecosystems (by which is meant that normative judgments require no transcendental foundations, but are “grounded” simply in our concrete practices of judging and acting).
Imagine at this point the following objection: “But then has anything been achieved?  For everything will rest on who does the designating of ‘preferable’ and ‘non preferable.’  And will there not run throughout a deep anthropocentrism—which is to prejudge against the biocentrism that many ‘Deep Ecologists’ among others, endorse?”

The worry motivating the latter question simply has no substance unless one first sets up an antithesis of human versus nature—for, beyond this antithesis, humans (and also those organisms that humans have changed, introduced, and so on) are part of the “bios” that one talks of centering.  And the former question similarly fails to appreciate the point that we have nowhere to begin but with ways that we would have or experience our surroundings, if we could.  The exact identity of this “we” will simply have to be contested, where it is contestable, through whatever sociopolitical channels are available.  For instance, the inclusion of nonhuman animals in a “we” will have to be attested to and contested or, generally on a case-by-case basis.  What I am suggestion her and will further argue below is that to focus on ecosystem(s) (including us) as a whole(s), to which we can (and inevitably will) make a difference, can be empowering, and sanguine.
Specifically, once we are nonanthropocentric to the extent of saying that “the value of natural objects and processes is not reducible to human interests or preferences,” not to “the value of the human experience or forms of consciousness excited by them,”
 then, “environmental ethics is inescapably human-centered [only] in a way that blurs the distinction between purely ‘human’ and purely ‘environmental’ values.”
  Exactly.  Any more “radical” effort at theorizing an practicing a value-system “independent” of humans founders on the incoherent notion of human animals judging and acting via criteria totally independent of themselves.  What I am suggesting Wittgenstein and Dewey and their authentic successors in philosophy (and activism) suggest is the deflation of both Culture and Nature, via the suggestion that we think and talk instead simply in terms of (local, regional, global and so on) ecosystem(s), and (of course) that we conceive of ourselves as part of those ecosystems, but not as unable to make judgments about that which we co-constitute, not as having to judge and value without reference to ourselves—which latter is logically impossible.
What I want now provisionally to suggest is that, though the rough-and-ready distinction between the natural and the cultural may stay in our ordinary language, we would do well to ignore or abjure it entirely when in engaged in any form of “theorizing,” and stick to talking of the environment(s), or (often better) of the ecosystem(s), as approximately “defined” earlier.  For natural and cultural have turned out not to be terms that we can reliably hang anything on.  (The terms nature and culture, as we have seen, are in fact just too prone to lead to philosophical trouble.)  

Again, I have not argued for the elimination from our ordinary language of the terms natural, manmade, cultural, and so forth.  After Wittgenstein, far be it from a philosopher to attempt to legislate language use.  Rather I have tried to emphasize that qua “theorists” we would do well to notice something we often fail to appreciate and need (in Wittgenstein’s sense) to be reminded of—namely, that we are deeply embedded in our ecosystem(s) prior to setting up the binary oppositions through which we structure many of our less immediately practical language-games, oppositions such as nature versus culture.  We are “thrown” into the world if you like—but from within it, as part of it—it makes no sense to think of us as opposed to it.  As long as language is used, terms such as nature, technology, and human will probably have a meaning, a use—but that doesn’t imply that, qua “theorists,” and (even) when putting our “theories” into action, we should use them.  And that is all.  What I am suggesting is that the differences between nature and culture in our language need not be inflated into a kind of quasi-Real or theoretical or even rhetorical problematic.

We should, then, move on beyond romantic or “deep” defenses of nature, with their structural attendant dangers of valorizing “the norm” in the same breath as “the natural environment” is normatively affirmed (compare: “heterosexual sex and reproduction is natural, is normal”) and, of course, we simultaneously move beyond the reverse image (to the defense of Nature)—the exploitation and domination of Nature.  There can be no prejudgment either for or against technoscientific interventions in ecosystem(s)—each case is to be judged o n its merits, pragmatically.
“Is this not covertly to judge against the ecological stability and survival of the planet, for are we not all-too-familiar with the masquerades of technological reason as value-free/neutral, as itself involving no prejudgments?”
These 'masquerades' should indeed be challenged, particularly in respect of the underlying complicity of 'free-market' ideology with the threats to and worsening of many of our ecosystems, but I think that the only prejudgment that can be made against techoscientific interventions is the very common-or-garden point that in general one shouldn't expend time and energy and precious resources on projects whose perhaps risk-laden effects one is deeply uncertain of, and so on. Such truisms are arguably all one can generate from an environmental ethic prior to getting one's hands 'dirty' with empirical details, normative commitments, and hard decisions, unless one is prepared to endorse one of the extreme/incoherent perspectives criticized earlier. (Thus we can diagnose any alleged Anti-anthropocentric Biocentrism as among other things a perhaps-gendered attempt to escape from the 'dirty', 'messy' realities of living in a world, with others, committed to things, trying to make difficult decisions, sometimes making mistakes, etc.)  The hope must be that an up-front emphasis on all aspects of our ecosystem(s), not just the 'natural' or the 'man-made', will enable us (at the margin) to make better ecological decisions. For by the time we are faced with trying to make an ethical/political choice between competing ecosystemic goods, it is already too late to turn to Nature as a final basis on which to decide.  At the point of our making such choices the (alleged) naturalness of 'Nature' may even be quite beside the point. For again, Nature cannot be 'naturealized'; any more than Reason can. Both are contested, regulative (though gendered and not, fortunately, entirely indispensable) ideals.

The dysfunctional environmental practices of many, both locally and globally, should be still more obvious than they are at present, if my proposal is acted upon; while there need be no knee-jerk reactions against technological means of improving our ecosystems. Consider the following point:  Is one really going to object to applying any technology whatsoever (provided such technology is itself not very harmful) to the pressing task of redressing what we judge to be harms done to our ecosystems( by, for instance, past techno-ecological catastrophes)? But then consider this: What principled grounds there are for distinguishing qualitatively between changes to an ecosystem constituting the redressing of past harms done to it, and changes constituting alterations of an ecosystem for the better, but where there is no redressing of any particular past harm? If one agrees with the arguments given in the present piece, one will agree that this is become - ceteris paribus - a distinction without a (relevant) difference, and that it is possible to judge that a human-altered ecosystem is preferable to one in its natural state (a possible example might be the English Lake District's 'improvement' by its partial deforestation and valley-floor draining a thousand years ago. The Lake District has arguably been beautified in a manner whose negative consequences for some flora and fauna are not overwhelming). 

If one disagrees, one is left in the uncomfortable position of having to explain on a philosophical/theoretical basis why only some deliberately engineered alterations in the environment constitute harms, and which do; why in particular we did not 'let things take their natural course' (a telling phrase) after, for instance, Chernobyl, rather than send in damage-control teams and environmental clean-up crews. There is no road back from technology per se; for any such road, even if we truly wished to take it (as surely no-one who has really thought about it actually does), could only be a technological one... 

There are only different technologies, and serious reasons for believing that certain technologies must be abandoned or resisted. This is what I have been saying: that any general philosophico-theoretical naturalization of these hard decisions is untenable. We have to face up to being in a world where being Green is not simple. Yes, we should work to ‘build down’ our industrial society such that it is long-term sustainable, such that we can sustain a culture semi-permanently,
but we should not be dogmatic about the methods we use to do this. Sometimes, own does need to use the master’s tools, to rebuild the master’s house…
To recap: I contend that the cash-value of looking at questions of how to organize our activities in the world after the fashion that I am suggesting is two-fold: 

(1) Extreme views of this may get ruled out as just obviously inadequate, because they incoherently fail even rudimentarily to observe our ecological interdependence  (To give another for instance: most - cynical - 'Wise Use' advocates, who seem actually just to be covering for the worsening of some beautiful and rich lands in the cause of short-term economic growth).

(2) We are forced to address more directly and less obfuscatorily reasons for one course of action or another. We have to explain how some action will improve the ecosystem in question (in terms of aesthetics, sustainability, and so on), and enhance the lives of those we take to be of relevance. Quality of environment(s) is increasingly a major factor in how citizens of the contemporary West are prepared to structure their life-choices - a democratic faith would enjoin us to frame ecological questions in a manner resembling that that I am proposing, and would not require that citizens be regaled with overarching reasons for exploiting or for defending Nature. I would argue that it is education, mass activism and a mass challenge to the so-called 'economic imperatives' shaping our ecosystems right now that are required - not new theories of the nature or rights of Nature (or, indeed, even of Culture). If we are 'required', for the sake of short-term eco-political goals, to speak with the Naturalists, to speak of 'despoiling/wounding Nature' etc., then so be it. But to paraphrase Richard Rorty (on Feminism); although this may be so, Greens would profit from at least thinking (and, insofar as one does so at all, theorizing) with the Pragmatist-Wittgensteinians.

Of course, point (2) above will not settle questions a priori; the core of my proposal is terminological, not substantively ethical. Terms such as 'ecosystem' and 'community' will remain essentially contested. But at least they promise not to be irremediably confused or confusing, and at least they bring with them few of the risks of the rhetoric of Nature (and Culture) identified above.  

And so: there has been no effort here to seek to regain an original unity; only to find ways of understanding just how a certain unity of all part(icipant)s in the ecosystem(s) has never been threatened (because conceptually - grammatically - it cannot be threatened), has always been available to us. Literary theorists, Feminists, Life-scientists and Eco-activists need not be threatened by the argument of this piece - what has been proposed is simply that we 'clarify' what we are doing when we 'theorize' about Ecology
. I don't believe that philosophy can dictate to one one's ethical commitments and political actions; but philosophy can help us gain a clear view of what we are already in one way or another committed to. 

I do not intend then to have hubristically outlined a general political strategy here, nor even to have protested against many of the ideas and rallying calls environmentalists.  Instead, it should be clear that I too love and value 'Wild Nature'. I love and value much old (as well as some new) wilderness. I would like to see a Buffalo Commons in the U.S., and wolves back in Scotland. I just don't think that philosophy or any form of theorizing can tell us that we ought to have a Buffalo Commons, or wolves back in Scotland.  Philosophy leaves these things as they are - but, at its best, gives us a better opportunity for changing ourselves, and them... in fact, for creating, anew, rather than merely returning to an (often fantasized) past. The centre of my philosophical point has been this: that a philosophical Anti-Anthropocentrism is nonsensical, and that a philosophical 'foundation' for Green practice is not required. We can advocate (e.g.) a Buffalo Commons without imagining, absurdly, that we are literally going Back to Nature.
A final possible 'epigraph' possibly suggests itself, then: 
Neither Nature, nor Culture, but forward to (international) ecologism...
For the sake of the avoidance of conceptual confusion and of needless endless discussion, and for the sake of what we are already often happy enough to call 'the Environment', let us consider not the construction of Nature by Culture or vice versa, but rather simply what ecosystem(s) we wish to live in and to secure for future inhabitants of this ecosystem / of this planet, and how to achieve these goals. That is, through both the requisite use of 'linguistic practices' (such as this paper hopes in its small way to be) and of 'non-linguistic practices' (e.g. changing our eating habits, producing genuinely ecological art, boycotting the stock of the nuclear industry and of other Greenpeace targets, monkey-wrenching if and when and where necessary...)...

We are part of our ecosystem. We are one with it. We are nothing without it. We cannot successfully conceptualise ourselves at all, without thinking ourselves as of the Earth. The environment, properly speaking, is not something else. Nature is not something else. 

The term ‘ecosystem’ is best placed to bring these reminders into prominence. Suitably reminded, let us get busy: in defence of a viable ecosphere. 

Let us bear in mind a question that one day we may well be asked quite directly: “Mum, Dad: what did YOU do, to help save the future?...”

� I employ this term in Cornel West's affirmative sense; vida The American Evasion of Philosophy: a Genealogy of Pragmatism (Madison, WI: Univ. Wisconsin Pr., 1989), p. 36, & pp. 87-96, et passim.


� Wittgenstein enables us seriously to ask whether perhaps the philosophical questions one can find oneself asking are actually largely not profound, but empty. This is a hard lesson to learn, or to teach. I draw it from the later works; particularly paragraphs 81 -133, of Philosophical Investigations, (transl. E. Anscombe, New York: MacMillan,1958); and I argue it in "The real philosophical discovery" (Philosophical Investigations 18: 4 (1995)).


� This process has been described many times - a particularly useful account for present purposes is that of Neil Evernden, in his The Social Creation of Nature (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1992), p.61 et passim. Cf. also parts of V.Plumwood's argument in "Women, Humanity and Nature" (Radical Philosophy 48 (1988), pp.6-24).


� Elizabeth Harlow writes, in her  "The Human face of Nature:  Environmental Values and the Limits of Nonanthropocentrism" (Environmental Ethics 14: 1 (Spr. 1992)) that what is not wanted  is "...idealist denials of the objective existence of nature or processes in nature: the natural world is not created by human mental activity." (p.39, her italics). Surely this is right on target in spirit; there is a more polemical way of making her point:  what hubris to talk of (Culture) literally making Nature!?!


� The most theoretically-compelling such defence is perhaps Paul Taylor's  Respect for Nature: A Theory of Environmental Ethics (Princeton, NJ:  Princeton Univ. Press, 1986); vida pp. 80-118 for his problematic use of the term, 'Nature'. In particular, 'compare' his naturealistic biocentrism including humans on p.101 with his depiction of a clash between human Culture and its 'Other' - Nature - on p.258.


� Effectually argued in Patrick Murphy's "Sex-typing the planet: Gaia imagery and the problem of subverting Patriarchy" (Environmental Ethics 10: 2 (Summer 1988)).


� One should note that some indigenous cultures and some seriously-practised religions which have pursued a continuous path of 'ecologism' rather than returned to it / to Nature after an (imagined) rupturing from it are likely to escape my criticism here. Compare Ed McGaa's Mother Earth Spirituality: Native American paths to healing ourselves and our world, (NY: Harper Collins, 1990). Booth and Jacobs (in ''Ties that bind: native American Beliefs as a Foundation for Environmental Consciousness", Environmental Ethics 12: 1 (Spring 1990)) claim that Native American cultures are among the best places to look for live Ecologism involving a reverence for Nature which is not unavoidably reactive and compromised (but cf. also n.15, below). My point holds so far as one is dealing with questions of environmentalism in a context not restricted to that internal to indigenous 'ecologistic' cultures - and the contemporary Western context is not so restricted. Again, take the instance of 'Gaia' (as discussed by Mary Daly (in Pure Lust, London: The Women's Press Ltd. , 1984; pp.56-7.), and by Patrick Murphy (op.cit.)).


� It is intriguing in this connection to note that James Lovelock himself is a supporter of nuclear power, which in my view is a pointless distraction from the real task essential to saving our ecosphere: namely, building down industrial civilization. Lovelock says that the Earth is about to experience a ‘morbid fever’ (catastrophic climate change); but he does not see that his backing of ‘the nuclear option’ could unleash an even worse long-term tragedy for humanity. Perhaps this is because Lovelockian Gaians in the end risk caring little or nothing for humanity, and only care for this pseudo-female Earth, that they put on a pedestal…


� See Daly, ibid. A careful reading of Andrée Collard's severe Radical Eco-Feminist masterpiece, Rape of the Wild: Man's Violence against Animals and the Earth (with J. Contrucci; Bloomington, IN: Indiana U. Press, 1989; see especially p.142f.)  indicates much the same: that the rhetoric of loving or re-uniting with the Earth (flirted with less cautiously by 'Cultural' Feminists) can so easily be an obstacle to achieving a sound ecologistic vision.  We need to understand ourselves as - completely - an element of what it is that we value; we need to absorb the 'fact' of our deeper-than-deep non-alienation from the Earth, not act as if there is some irrevocable gap between us and 'the Environment' We need to understand ourselves as - completely - an element of what it is that we value; we need to absorb the 'fact' of our deeper-than-deep non-alienation from the Earth, not act as if there is some irrevocable gap between us and 'the Environment'.


�  Consult his Logic: The Theory of Inquiry (New York:  Holt,Rinehart, Winston, 1938),  A Common Faith (New Haven CT:  Yale Press, 1934), Experience and Nature (La Salle, IL:  Open Court, 1925), and Democracy and Education (Toronto:  Collier-MacMillan, 1916; particularly the first four chapters).  Throughout the Logic in particular, Dewey emphasises both the continuity of Inquiry with (other) organic behaviour, and the "profound interpenetration" of the physical and the cultural, which are ultimately dispensable idealisations.





� Dewey, A Common Faith, 53.


� Elizabeth Harlow, “The Human Face of Nature”; C. Manes, “Philosophy and the Environmental Task,” Environmental Ethics 10, no. 1 (1988): 28.


� Ibid., 29.  I believe that Harlow (in concert with the present essay) also effectively rebuts the suspicion that  insofar as Social Ecology may perhaps have failed to overcome an arrogant anthropocentrism, such failure is endemic to ethical outlooks, which do not explicitly “respect Nature.”  


�One might say rather (being more strictly Wittgensteinian): there is no word that does not have a perfectly fine everyday use(s), but we can’t metaphysically “lean on” words (for example, on culture and nature).  We go astray when we take these words to mean something “deep.”


� The key design method for achieving this goal (of ‘permanent’ human culture) is permaculture: i.e. constructing systems for human living whereby there is no waste, but rather the systems ape more or less stable eco-systems, in which every creature and product gets fed back into the system. A great example of long-term successful human permaculture is to be found in Part I of Helena Norberg-Hodge’s great and important book, Ancient Futures. [ref.]


� Sociobiologists (aka ‘evolutionary psychologists’), however, should be worried—this is yet another challenge to the coherency of the enterprise of those who would deduce the organization of human societies for “our natural endowment.”  Sociobiologists (and “evolutionary psychologists”), for all their apparent attention to language as a pivotal biological category, usually fail to understand humans as truly sophisticated, as truly what they (we) are, in their interdependence with other language-users and with their environment; because at the end of the day the fundamental “unit” of biological nature is taken to be the individual (or even the gene).





