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The Domination of Nature and its
Discontents

1. The lssue

1 begin with two guotations.

\We abuse land because we regarditasa commaodity belong,ing o us..t ihtﬁnl ;:
see land as a community ¢ which we belong, we may begin t usc L
and respect. {Aldo Leopold, The Sand Coxnty Albmanac

it must dissolve the community. ...

is not itself the communicy, . :

}“V_hi‘;f;z;?niw prccondition of bourgeois society that labour shouicil j{:ecttlly

; lscluce exchange value, e, moncy; and similarly the}t money sho;} Lrechi‘,;

ﬁ:ichasc labous, and therefore the labourer, bul;;l only (;DISOF::L:; iljuﬂ;cgz:?mcs
i i ; and simy

activiry in the exchange. ... Meney thereby dlr:[c 3_3 O: e vl and

iy, since It i al sub:
1 community, sitce it is the gener / s
iil:zasame time the social produce of all. {Katl Marx, Grandrisse, pp- 2 )

1 ind 1 eless
From Marxs perspective the l}a;nd i}tlhic that E;?go;}i:;sn;r; I;::i_&i .alizgﬂld,s
i ourgeols society where the commn . .
E:E;.[el:h?cbwou%d neces:sa?:ly entail the cons‘tru:ctmn of alil #tcﬁ;s:; En;;igf
production and consumption to that of caplt:cxhsrn. Thed ar(lity s
qualities of that argument have not, imerest{ng_ly, gclr_u?ra'.ceth :[ng o
between eoologicalfcnvironmentalist and socxa.hst po ‘1t1cs;.f he (0 qumétions
large remained antagonistic to each other anc.l ln'specuo; o e e of the
reveals why. Leopold defines a realm ch t‘hmklng k:Jl.n o o 0
narraw constraints of the cconomy; h{s is a muc lporcon
thinking. Working-class politics and its concentrau'oilh "
political economic processes appears o I:verpcmsn:ei.J rathe than o0
problem as Leopold defines it, because it offers at best an j

managerial apptoach to nature. Ar its worst,

revolutioniZing
han resalve the

2%
socialism pursues “promethean -
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| projects in which the “domination” of nature is presumed both possible and
desirable.

In what follows I shall try to see if there are ways to bridge this antagonism
I and turn it into a creative rather than destructive tension. Can a progressive
] ecological politics be invented that does not in some way or other invoke some
sense of superior understanding, dominion, and even domination? Is there or
\ ought there to be a place for a distinctively “ecological” angle to progressive
1 socialist politics? And, if so, what should it be? And how did we arrive at this
seeming impasse in which the struggle for emancipation from class oppressions
appeats so antagonistic to the strugple to emancipate human beings from a
purely instrumental relarion to narure?

II. The Domination of Nature

Contemporary ecological thought often traces the origins of such questions,
as well as many of our contemporary environmental ills, back to the hubtis
and wrong-headedness of Enlightenment acceptance of the thesis that nature
was there for the using and thar the domination of nature was a feasible project.
-~ This argument is badly in need of scrudny.
" Philosophical arguments favering the domination, “mastery,” control, or
“humanization” of nature, though they may have had ideological taproots in
" the Christian doctrine of deminion (White, 1967), came strongly into their
- gwn during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Francis Bacon vigorous-
ly propounded such views and in a celebrated passage in the Discourse on
Method Descartes argued that the “general good of all mankind” could best
~be:pursued not by resort to speculative philosophy but by the attainment of
knowledge that is useful in life” so as o “render ourselves the masters and
-possessors - of nature.” Such views were implicated in the development of
‘modern science and the rise of distincrively instrumental and capiralistic values
respect to the human use of the “natural” world. Descartes and Bacon,
arx (1967: 368) argued, “saw with the eyes of the manufacturing period.”
thils were no longer viewed as living assistants as they were in the Middle
¢ Ages and construed instead as machines. This “anticipated an alteration in the
Aform of production and the practical subjugation of Nature by Man as a resule
the altercd methods of thought.” While Mar<s judgmcnt is a bic formulaic,
vertheless think it important to see the articulation of ideas of domination
drt of an overall package of thought, beliefs, sensibilities, attitudes, and
ctices which gained ascendancy in the political economy of western
pean socicty during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries {see Cassirer,
i Leiss, 1974; Merchant, 1983).
e patticular role of the “domination of nature” thesis can best be under-
in'refation to the twin Enlightenment ideals of human emancipation and
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self-realization. Emancipation addressed a

problems of material wants and needs, physi

tics, passing through varicties of oppression 0

or class privileges and powers, through to emancipation from supetstition,

COnSCIOUSIESS, organizcd religion,

beliefs. Se{f—walization was an even vaguer ptoposition,

for the release of the creative and imaginative powers W

individually endowed and the opening up of entirely new vis

human development, whether it be through production,

scientific and cultural output, politics,

Taylor (1994: 29) calls “the massive subjective t

form of inwardne

depths.” The “voice of nature within us” becomes 2 key

» and understanding,. Plainly, this massive subjective turn
" when coupled with any phil
worst forms of what 1 have already dubbed

that grounds modern scientific enquiry into the pro
That separation was the key
emancipation and self-realization-
The twin aims of cmanci
realization {for the most part individualized) wete insep
contradictory. Since the thesis
100, internalized contradictions. But it took time for them to b
Initially, emancipation in the public sphere was quite properl
precondition for self-realization, while individual
ag a proper means o collective emancipatory ends. And it was pres
reason could always unite the two. Bur:

The whole eighteenth century understands reason ..
knowledge, principles, and truths, but as a kind of energy
comprebensible only in its agency an
do, can never be known by its results but only by its

factual, all simple dara of experience, and everyt!
of revelation, tradition, and authoricy;
analyzed all these things into their simplest component p
elements of belief and opinion. Following this work

worl of construction. Reason
from them a new structure, 4 tiue whole. (Cassirer, 1968: 13)

whole range of issues scarting with
cal, biological, and social insecuri-
£ the individual by state, dynastic,

and all-manner of supposedty irrational
but it certainly called
ith which humans are
tas for individual
consumption, artistic,
or law. It was also accompanied by what
urn of modern culture, a new
ss it which we come to think of ourselves as being with inner
component of action
poses acute dangers
osophy of internal relations — it produces the very
“he Leibnizian conceit.” But it

also facilitates that useful though dangerous separation berween “T” and
cesses at work “in nature.”

to unlocking the secrets of nature s0 as 10 facilitare

pation {often 2 collective project) and self-
arable but frequently
of dominarion of nature atached o both, it,
ccofme apparent.
y viewed as a
self-realization was viewed
umed that

_ not as a sound body of
a force which is fully
J effects. What reason is and what it can
functon. And its most
importanc function is © bind and 1o dissolve, It dissolves everything merely

hing believed on the evidence
and it does not rest content until it has
arts and inro their last
of dissolution begins the
cannot stop with the dispersed parts; it has to build
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the belief that the secrets of nature — including human
zzv::ii:i Eiia:) k‘nowlcdgc — 1nd self—-knowlfdgc - ootl;lla::lm;: useszozgttzn?;
cings more at home with and comfortable i
ifltl)e:::t;i ‘?epfilll up a tjrr;un of conscious political choice as tl: Eﬂl}tﬁiﬁﬁ?
e o tudjzin eve‘!opment. The .Enlightenment attributed to critical
though ,h thermore, “not mcrel.y an imitative function but the power and
su s t;}_)mg_ l_lfc 1tsc}f’ (Cassirer, 1968: vii). Tt is, Foucault (1984: 42)
Stﬂglggiflsés is critical attitude raFllcr than any body of doctrinal clcmcnts. that
oill bind c;i (;so hstrongly to Enllgl_lten.mcnt practices. But the Enlightenment
o e ; are a particular view of how the secrets of natute and human
\ were to be unoo-vered. It departed in certain key respects from the d
gs tﬁ:l::;kamfi Seducuvc systems of the seventeenth century — as rEp[CS%Il:la:;d
e e il:So idcsc;hﬂcs[; Lfflbn-lz, and Spinoza — and looked to Newton {and
L ab,ma,,-mg__umz o © ::ﬁiﬂgmg point of enquiry is phenomenal experience
e e me app_hcd to the data so acquired is analysis with
the objective 0 }mcoveﬂng the. universal principles and laws embedded in the
e e aia e oo o Codt s,
Et was only through discovery of the “tnjeasla:sr’l’ of e
to work with nature as nature does” in ways bcncf[ilzii;l.-luteotzmui ‘::c((::(i)cl:l i:ﬁ:‘;ﬂ

" These Enlightenment principles have powerfully shaped attitudes to thy
e

o E:a:;';ldlwzrllcll in ways tl_lat hav‘e lasted to this day. They were, and continue u
" be, riddled, however, with their own particular “irrationalities.” Prcsumption(;

were built into how the world was to b

e ’ e understood th

be subject to rational or inductive proof. We have ;i::.;;dcl;zzifr?dseéws
see

-chapter 2) h i i

ow Cartes i i i i
e e txf.hn rationality, ?Vhlch continued in some respects to
grow nment thought, was mircd at a certain level in serious contra

Jicti .
ictions. And we will later take up (chapter 10) how Newton's conceptions of

“absolur i imi i
e space and time similarly entailed unwarranted 2 prieri conceptions

MNeéwton and hi
: d his followers presumed there were universal laws governing the

‘material world waiting to be uncovered and given their proper logical/

chemati .
. ;nr_r;a?nmj e)i{‘[;;esslo‘n. Hume exposed the transcendent presumptions in
u _iric‘, typica Enhgh.tcnment fashion tore apart Newton’s mathematical
_[; rkel;rr}t) to build up his own version of sceptical empiricism. Hume also
Rorsed D es;artes mind-body dualism in important ways such that Caﬂicc;l‘t
en[:h zenluiyom now apltohcal to it to ground ecological ethics. As the
e wore on, the conceptual tension between the me.ch i
issttil:; fl;eolfzupled Newton and the swudy of biological orga:ﬁsmin;;aj
0 became more and more apparent, in some in
: A ways pre
contemporary conflicts between philosophies of ()rganjsriS (Euc;a?sntiiz

The outcome of this proces of creative destruction, “of doubting and seeking, :
tearing down and building up” (Cassirer, 1968: ix) was by no means &
homogencous as many now depict ic. But Enlightenment thought did share

itehead) and philosophies of mechanical systems. And the applicacion




==

124  The Nature of Environment

Enlightenment thinking was, in fact, rcmark':ably hcterogeyc;?z.n\ii:z :c?;l.
Rousseau, for example, supportcd the general view of crl:)an\c;phairc o
realization but differed radically frgm Dcsc;nt:éri.ogoffl ) :;t radi,cal d e
e er o . mfiszelfniﬂvlvc:ed;jt?fnderstand the meaning oi natur:i
(Vico insisted that this was outside of us and therefore unalﬁasi‘;)l;tvc;u Ui: : }elzstt:vr;n
whereas we could undesstand society because we had made d e mon

i f emancipation and self-realization might comman road >
Smons 1 the dissenting classes and revolutionary-minded elements mlsoc ty('i
afong ; eaning attached to cach differed markedly from l_alace op C:]Cf, an

o g Egrﬂightenment thought was in fact riddled with practi A iases

gr'mlip - g‘;()tllt% race, gender, geography, and class. But_ beyond these :1) Vm?l:
e TCSPZ agin ’blind spots, radically different choices of preferred mea
anddvfgir alﬁltiriai embedding in social practices') h?d, furth;rxré?reées:;;;n%
Snnplications both for the definition of preferred objectives and for the P
me(l;;:;sip::lh:cfltil:?cﬂa{ Eégﬁsﬁi child of the Enlightenment ifl tl:{e haz(bﬁ(ﬁf
Locke, Hume, and Adam Smith and further clabor?.ted c:{r:i by F:aia(li i) znhjdder,l
1 ket’i to the freedom of the marlket as well as its 131- en R
" d which forced technological change and the mobilization of scien e
. fw t)ductinn — a5 a means to couple the il’lCl'Cf«lS-ltlg produc;mv:lty \;rs;f‘
lilidlgee society from want and need, with a capacity for individualize

i -« is not to imply that any kind of
realization through market choice. Thf;i. :f “I,‘:; o ngound N one

i tion would do, . .
pll;cr)j::et lt(;lr:u?rjtf:ﬁ:::gnal thinkers within this tradicion that freedom of choice
O 8

tion
in consumption would be accomplished PY a reﬁnemuelrét (;;f éis‘:c; ; Cf:tl;n‘;i con
of leisuze and civilized valucs and behavior, t_hat wo ;m o e bkt
degree of civilization heretofore unknown (this cont;nue e o
even as late as John Maynard Keym’:s). F}‘e:ledom Torm ex‘c; e s in
ference, from aristocratic and dynastic Rrwﬂegcs, WEE':{. Sowgth e he
liberal rhetoric. Yet it remained Citl'.lcl' silent or trl?; e o aban
dispossessed peasantry and the WU[kllT‘lg classes whi \;rerff: ooding Int0 o e
centers across Burope, as well as x_wth respect to t ef zoursc e e
colonized peoples. This liberal strain. of thinking is, © Sous o,f o aiaaion
both philosophica]ly and pracucally in terms of the vast o D o
schemes and free-market rhetoric that now domkqatcks)loc) o et
prograrns (for example, in what .oncc uszd tollf)‘zetill;ig\;it o -fouow, Ny
i d emancipation and seli- : ow, 15
2;i1c1:0;:1;ﬂ;f :ost of the \F:vorld’s major capitalistic powets and institutions
(such as the World Bank and the IMF)'. - | e of nature 38
This tends, however, to breed a highly 111r.»trE;nfEn ! e O loitaon.
consisting of capital assets — as [ESOUICES = available for uman D i
One side-effect of eighreenth century political economy W

upon the power of scientt
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tion of nature was viewed as a necessary prerequisite to emancipation and self-
realizacion. Sophisticated knowledge of nature was required in order to
manipulate the natural wotld to human purposes, to exploit it for market
exchange, cven to humanize it (and sell its qualities) according to human
design. But the thesis of domination never deliberately embraced the destruc-
tion and despoliation of the natural world, Prudence would require the
protection and enhancement of natural assets as a form of capital except under
conditions of such abundance that free and unchecked depletion made rational
sense. If destruction and depletion could be found, then it was a sign of such
immense abundance that it did not matter. When it mattered the price syscem

would adjust to indicate a condition of scarcity that required attention. And
if gross despoliation could be found, then the fault lay with the imprudent

practices of a rapacious and uncaring merchant and agrarian capitalism that

came into its own during this period, rather than with Enlightenment thought
icself.

Enlightenment thinkers embraced, however, a vaster panoply of proposals
than those voiced by the liberal theorists. Some of these were so perverse and
oppositional that there is room to debate whether they deserve to be even looled
upon as part of the Enlightenment corpus semsu sirictu. They included the
specific views of self-realization and emancipation set out by the Marquis de
Sade as well as those of Jacobean revolutionaries like Babeufl, Bur if there is one
other major attractor within this chaos of possibilities, it lies in the com-
munitarian tradition which always saw, and continues to see, emancipation and
self-realization as a collective rather than individualistic concern. Communi-
tatians of all sorts, Utopian socialists, anarchists, and proto-Communists, as well
as a host of democratic moral theorists had at least this in common: thar the
free market cannot provide the appropriate means for emancipation and self-
realization for the mass of the population either in part or in whole and that
some alternative form of political-economic organization — a truly public realn
or a “moral economy” of some sort — must be found o deliver on Enlighten-
ment promiscs. From this perspective, it is even possible to see the doctrine of

- self-realization now made so much of by deep ecologists such as Naess (and

implicity articulated by Aldo Leopold) as a particular version of the Enlighten-
ment impulse projected across a conception of community which embraces the

. whole biosystem in which human life is embedded (see chapter 7).

Marxs nineteenth-century version of the Enlightenment project is in polar

.. opposition to that of liberal theory, yet it is also at odds wich most versions of

communitarian doctrines. He was, of course, just as deeply interssted in

:.-questions of emancipation and self-realization as his oppenents and in this

sense fully subscribed to Enlightenment aims. But in Capital he shows how
freedom of the market, the hidden hand, necessarily delivers equality in the
tealm of exchange but oppression and exploitation of the working class in
production and it is therefore a fatally flawed mechanism for making good on
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Enlightenment promises. The emancipation of the working class has as it
precondition at the very least sirict social and political control over market
opetations and, if possible, the radical transformation of power relations in the
realm of production as well as in the discursive and institutional spheres.
Marx argued chat self-realization should be detached entirely from individual
selfishness and greed and be seen as a project of realization of self through
rclations with others in collective or communistically organized society:
Emancipation from social want in general led Marx certainly to accept that
some version of the idea that the domination of nature was a necessary condi-
tion for human emancipation and in this regard he, too, accepts broadly
instrumentalist, anthropomorphic and controlling attitude towards natural
environmental conditions. The realm of freedom, he wrote {Marx, 1967:

Vol. 3, p- 820), consists:

in socialized man, the associate prodiscers, rationally regulacing theic interchange
with nature, bringing it under their common control, instead of being ruled by
it as a blind power, and achieving this with the least expenditure of energy and

under conditions most favorable to, and worthy of, their human nature.

But the exact meaning of this is, as Grundmann (1991b} has recently noted,
somncwhar ambiguous in part because of the peculiarly dialectical way in which
Marx conceptualimd the interaction between the social and natural worlds,
but also because Marx's politics of self-realization rested strongly on the
recaptute of an unalignated relationship not only to fellow human beings but
also to that creative and sensuous experience of nature which capitalist industry
had rendered so distant and opague. Exactly what the conditions were that
rendered the relation to nature “most worthy” of our human nature remains
\mspeciﬁed. And how this was © be done in the face of modern science,
technology, and industrial organization poses 3 whole host of practical
difficulsies for the Marxian cheory. ‘

Some way had to be found to achieve the aims of emancipation and selt-
realization without abandoning the Enlightenment view that modern science,
industry, and technology provide the means o emancipate human beings from

che natural limits which confined them to a state of perpctual want, insecurity
of life-chances and absence to the full belly so neccssary for the exercise of crea-
tive powers. These are significant conundrums to which 1 shall subsequently
return. For the moment 1 simply want to establish that Marx in no way
objected to overall Enlightenment aims, including a particular version of the
domination of nature thesss, but thar he did have wide-ranging and strong
objcctions to the way in which the liberal and communitaian theorists of the
day interpreted those a
Spcci.al when he connected the ideas of domination,
liberation of the productive fosces to achieve foundat

science, and progressivc

ional goals of a future

ims and by what means. He also meant something rather -
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zzz;:il;l::m; soci(;ty. For M:u:x what really mattered was the development of

conscious fd\:scsrs 1.c-:r. 1the continuous pr.oduction of nature in ways that would

ndermine ¢l p dlw egt;s and oppressions and liberate the creative powers of
tividu mdp;;) aI;LlCC thf:mst:lvcs through the production of nature:

tion of nature thesis ::1 funec?;yn:li?;ttzl izliit'conﬂi(:d'rlg O e o

: eit emancipato J

2:' ;.:1:[ il;lsai or currcrl1]ts of thought .which have shaped l;)oﬁtriycsp(igiicttlsl’e r;l:sril: xz

centurie nglt);afce E(:l a\l: at least this common base. Dissent from the dominarion

view has not been ac;1 ng, h?wever, and the main lines of dissent were alread:

possible that “nattﬁc’slfagg'll\gv}:&[:im Sll:;riftclf Iilwasjcht iy l;lcgin e mtireg
s ely show thar hum i

ﬁz{:ﬁzﬁ _,:;lf E:S?;.uf‘o rather l;han nasters _of it. This formed, as wa:siﬁewfﬁz

il o r opposition to Enlightenment Utopianism as regards, the

perfectbily « man, But thc‘:rc were a number of other ways in which uncover-
g re’s laws” had troubling consequences for Enlightenment aptimis:ne "

1. Montesquieu in hi
10085;5211:;‘1 ;ns ?s fait;ilous wexton The Spirit of the Laws applied somethin
fooscly al unmveietrlllt ff,;:leth()d to the comparative study of societies. HE
et out lo unco ; b damental causes that underlie the seeming chaos
of buman hist darryn an . € enormous diversity of governmental forms. And
pne of the fundar en;l | causes 1dcnqﬁcd was soil and climare. “If it is true,”
he wrot X hact crll't L.tlcs and passions are extremely different in difﬁ:rer’lt
to the (i_if:ff:renct:c i;wril:tlll-tli;i‘t:; im;i?nd to' fhe dﬁ::lmcc OF plssions and
e | : A is environmental foundati
ic;;gﬁl:;}ﬁr ;ﬁ ;i:feienie did not lead him to pure environmental ((:lr;t:fm?l'l:
o s mi, rt:ls :):lf good government to bring about an adjustment
o ol of mor 10916131, to prevailing physical circumstances {Cassirer,
12 gm,cm;ncc X , 7 572—8.1). But this meant that laws and aystem;
e uﬁt lva.ry acqmdmg to environmental constraints, thus
opening aspw':ll :: t}f cP qucsm?n of environmental influences on human
penavior as wellas f;‘ andora’s box of cultural and moral relativism based
iy “Shmﬂé crence. Rousseau followed down this path, recogniz-
Wl hie lainby b GI]ri=.‘c'.0§:;1'11_z-‘: Ic:cal cultural environmental conditions.”
s b l'gd th enged the idea of any simple ot easy domination of
. based racjal differ e ground-work f(}f latcf thCOfiCS Of Cnvircnmeﬂta.u
o o racial 4 m{ﬂen_oc and envlromr{xentaﬂy determined cultural superior}-r
e COIdw;s;darguild that “despotism is suited to hot climates,
;_zlszenj oy 59,2)' good government, to temperate regions’ {cited in
g :C il:llrli%}:ijjmen:h proposcmi an attack upon enslavement through a cer-
) rhoentiic seny h a.ntmc.nt of the world (as Max Weber was later to put
ppihen . fwas an immediate response of searching for “re-enchantment.”
se of a loss of contact with the nawral world — alienation ﬁ:m:n

[l
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nature — produced a variety of responses 4cross ic spcctr;.l{fnrc;fd ;1':; zl;si
"['hose being divorced from access 10 their means of c{) e
iYSt:l:m launched movements of protest that became Wi cslpr:ic L
;;hteenth—century diggers and leveless in England bel:iiiae Sr:. ;fmughout
Similar movements continue to be fm_md in peasant ;o e e
h Jd. indicarive of an intcnse resistance to the idea penciss
o W(:)f f_ilc free market and of modern science af¢ the only ve flc; s for
:r?ﬁ:jlcipation and self—rcaliz.ation.. [hose in the llllpf%g le)a:je(slggh o
tradicional frame of mine in‘?reasmgly s_oughtf wh ance eber (190
called “redemption from the 1ntt:llectuahsm of scie C e e mantic
(o one’s OWIN Nature and therewith to nature 1 gene th e et
i 04" had its roots in the cighteenth century — with € Re 2ol
?l:laa::?;nd Discourse and the Nouvelle Helloise pionecring ¢ ;:d w;.ih he
“viiscc of nature within us” that Rousseau released when co;;pr od wih e
“massi bLicctive turn” had all manner of consequences o 2o
e be o d and therehy rendered conflictual the rc acions 1pf
‘b"“ tinbflnc?crllz:l\;;y of domination on the one hand amii a po‘lilit:ic;no
efnt:rnecipation and self—realiz-ation on the (;i]crs. ~lh?lllsc :Pmi’ht ::u ton.
incorporating later ﬁgures_hkc Wo‘:dswod , 5S¢ il . nd Thores
is powerfully present, particularly in the deep ecology

i nlightenment
Even in the absence of clear protest movements of this sort, Enlig

i “ aniza-
thinkers had to confront clearly the question of exactl)ErE Whatth ‘:h;e};i;.nfound
tion of narure” might mean and to exactly what effect o e,

ers of science and rational enguiry, of autonomous moral § wdgments
o be nsed. This question became a cenral preocoupation © e
I;nglt alsoa Cl:lild of Enlighrenment thought. Baumgartcn;fcira;v;ng zs}leg

rYL ibniz, led the way in Germany and the Earl of Sh eds ay g shed
uponale ous | roject in Britain. The effect was to move [OWAICS 1’ elin o
ﬂ?‘in log » a[_)nd “the relation to nature’ which would. have been ¢ e
T :ﬁ: o preoeding generations. The transformation ofbnaturz —0 "
;Kﬁz;izaﬂl through landscape gardening, for exampll)e I ste:f:?thm’

vileged means of not only regaining what‘ seemed to be lo e
Pur ng fining a future for humanity in which sclf'real{zatlon cou
Egtazfliciezlgg liberating the human senses to t:nle ];ul:)l.li-r‘n;1 arﬁi ;::g{s}t:rgf
i i e with the world, Bur if the ¢

clent“ﬁ'1 expe,;;i::eoi E::éif;:ict of che Enlightenment project ];}1;0151;1
tk}lle S?mzsf esthetics, then the effect was not only to achieve what ha. 1‘2‘6 "
(s “5?42 49} call; “, massive introjection of ahstract reason by the oo
gzze;lses; but to produce an internal opposition to the very proven
of reason itself:

. ) <
Reason having spun Oﬁ'r Wlth Bau.mgarten the 5ub‘altcm d.lSC.OUIRe o
aesthet{cs now appears o haVC becn SWH.HOWC(]. up by 1t. ! hC Iatl(lilﬁl a-ﬂd

)

=
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the sensuous, far from reproducing one another’s inner structure, have ended
up wholly at odds.

So while it was Baumgarten’s ambition to bring the understanding of poetry,
art, landscapes within the realm of reason, such a project defied the tech-
niques of reduction that played such a key role in science. To reduce the
impact of the color red upon our senses to its purely physical concept was
10 lose something in exactly the same way that the reduction of a landscape’s
meaning to a description of its geological components was ta jose the
essence of what esthetic expetience was about. Estherics therefore had to
remain at the level of surface appearance, ‘immediate impact and, most
important of all, at the level of the totality. And esthetic knowledge was
very hard to come by without resort to something akin to the Leibnizian
conceit. The result was to transform the concept of domination of nature:

It was Baumgarten who made the pregnant and happy statement that
dominion over all inferior powers belongs to reason, but that this rule mast
never degenerate into tyranny. The subject shall not be deprived of its own

nature, ot shall it renounce its peculiar character; it is rather 10 be understood
and protected in both these aspects. (Cassirer, 1968: 347}

Finally, there is the question of the nature of the human nature for which
selt-realization is meaningful. Even at its very inception, Enlightenment
thinking was plagued with the question of the supposed “natural goodness”
and “perfectability” of “man” and those who ventured too simplistically
down that path mer a chorus of dissenting voices. Rousseau (1973: 60),
for example, while he conceded the vigorous power of self-improvement
saw this as a double-edged virtue lying at the source of “[man’s] discoveries
and his errors, his vices and his virtues, makes him at length a tyrant both
over himself and over nature.” He began to sound much more like other

. conservative political commentators of his period when he argued that too

much liberty, like too much good wine, could all too easily:

tuin and intoxicate weak and delicate constitutions to which they are not
suited. People once accustomed to masters are not in a condition to do
withouc them. If they attempt to shake off the yoke they will more estrange
themselves frem freedom, as, by mistaking it for unbridled licence to which
ic is diametzically opposed, they nearly always manage, by their revolutions,
to hand themselves over to seducers, who only make their chains heavier than

before. (pp. 33-4)

This was, of course, the fear that led Edmund Burke to argue passionately
against the French revolution. The conservative case tended to the view that
the inherent baseness and evil in human beings could be constrained only
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by the strictest of institutional arrangements and that, in the absence of such
arrangements, all forms of society and civility would disintegrate. The
problem was, then, to find ways o create good out of inherent evil and it
was Adam Smith’s genius to suggest (quite plausibly) that the base instincts
of greed and avarice could be mobilized into a social system that would
operate to the benefit of all only in a {ree market in which the “hidden
hand” would guide society asa whole in profitable directions. And what if
(and this was perhaps Marx’s main contributon) human nature was itself
malleable, cransformable, and, hence, an unstable set of qualities that were
there for the making? The aims of sclf-realization and emancipation could
not then be held as stable trajectories based on an essentialist reading of
Luman wants, needs, capacities and powers. Deprived of such essentialist
readings the wholc idea of “alienation from nature” becomes suspect.
Tn all of these respects, Enlightenment thought uncovered contradictions
within itself and raised issues that permeate current environmental debate.

We should, Foucault (1984: 43) correctly argues:

refuse everything that might presenc itself in the form of a simplistic and
authoricarian alternative: you either accept the Enlightenment and remain
within the tradition of its rationalism .3 or else you criticize the Enlighten-
ment and then try to escape from its principles of rationality (which may be
seen ... as good or Dad). And we do not break free of this blackmail by
introducing “dialectical” nuances while seeking to determine what good and
bad elements there may have been in the Enlightenment.

There has probably never been a historical period and geographical concen-
cration of such free discursive play of the human imaginary as that which
the Enlightenment produced. To be sure, many of the discursive adven-
rures bore little relation to existing political—cconomic practices but that

disjuncruge was as inevirable as it was deliberate. The science of nature as
al not just what existed but what stood 1o be

created, If thoughe was supposed “po longer to imitate but to acquire the

ower and task of shaping life itself,” then the exploration of possiblc worlds
and of the limirs to human possibiiitics became a mandatory aspect of whart
all discourses were supposed to be about. And there is no doubt that all of
this discursive ferment had its role to play in the tumultuous politics that

led into the American and French revolutions.
¢ entirely disassociated respect that Enlighten-

But it was in another no
ment thought began to find a more material basis for its discusive exercises.

As market relations and monetization consolidated their hold, thar aspect
of Enlightenment thought that created the Jiberal cheory to accompay

market cxchange began to make inroads into political power and instito-

tional forms. Eighteenth-century political economy, 1

of society was measit to reve

nspired ahove all by -
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(cited in Leiss, 1974: 82). The consequent radical simplification of the diatectic

through which we make ourselves by making our world, does not, as is
sometimes thought, reduce the capitalist approach to pature to an unimagina-
tive or bloodless affair, in which cold calculation drives out worldly passions.
Indeed, the evidence suggests that it is preciscly the power of mongy to give
vent to all manner of human passions that gives such extraordinary powet to
the capitalistic approach to and over nature. As Simmel (1978: 251) notcs,
“money cnlarges the diameter of the circle in which our antagonistic psychic
drives flourish,” and it often does so o the degrec that money dissolves “into
pure desire for it.” Here, for example, is how Saccard, Zolds nineteenth-century
anti-hero in his novel Money, sees the issue as he builds his Universal Bank to
finance innumerable projects for the transformation of the Levant:

“] ook here,” cried Saccard ... “you will behold a complete resugrection over all
those depopulated plains, thuse descrted passes, which our railways will traverse
- Yes! fields will be dleared, soads and canals built, new cities will spring from

the so3l, life will return as it returns to 2 sick body, when we stimulate the system
by injecting new blood into exhausted veins. Yes! money will work these

miracles. ..." (Zola, 1991

Zola’s language here is instructive, The circulation of money is assimilated to
the circulation of the blood and the biological metapbors of the circularion of
the blood and sexual desire are then put to work so scrongly that it scems less

and less to be metaphor than exptessive of a decp continuity:

You must understand that speculation, gambling, is the central mechanism, the
heart itselt, of a vast affair like ours. Yes, it attracts biood, takes it from every
source in litde streamlets, collects it, sends it back in rivers in all directions, and.
establishes an enormous cizeulation of money, which is the very life of great

enterprises.

it is the one inducement that we have to lives it is the eternal
o live and struggle. Without speculation, my dear friend,
chere would be no business of any Kind. ... It is the same as in love. In love as
there is much filth; in love also, people think only of their own
without love there would he no life, and the world would come

Speculadon —why,
desire that compelsus T

in speculation
gratificarion; yet
to an end.

seduces all around him. Even Mine Caroline,
who will be the pracrical agent of Saccard’s
schemes (and who will in the end be ruined by them), is seduced by both

Saccard and his vision. She, who knows the Levant well, is seruck by the

desolate and unharmonious present state of the land in relation to human

potcntialities:

Saccard’s vision, his love of life,
the cautious sister of the engineer

|
|
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i i i i :dea of domination and mastery _Of natute
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lﬁﬁz 1I::lrfdc:rtocvk‘a dialectical analysis of the c.oilseque_nces uft N e s(,il :1 th%:
terms of the struggle between “man ar-xd narure. S:a:il"m[gioa; theeyquestion
Enlightenment objectives of emancipation and s-elf-r. izal }; he dueseor
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?)?Enli;l;:enmcnt principles but as a distinctive product of the contrads
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In formulating their argument they appealed to a p e and

theory of internal relations. Descartes had constried nairc a e
:  so doing reified nature as a thing—a purely extf':rnal other -1 R
}?05; the %vorld of thought. While Descartes himself still clung strong

n‘g
1 s CaniLl thﬁ CEECC[ was to makc It seem as lf natyre had no meant
g g il

in itself. Deprived of any autonomous life force, nature v;vlas ;ﬁiﬁm bemanp
lated without restraint according to the human will. e e
Heidepger later complained, “one vast gasohne staton’ kﬁcl)r e o the
fion. Vthat this analysis elided, according to the Frankfurt s

ions i it both “something external
dialectics of internal relations in which nature was
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I

i al
social peace and material abundance for all — emain unfulfilled. The te

i i ¢ instruments of
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nderestimated. As
mastery themselves (science and technology) must not be w
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of their own civilizing vationality. (Leiss, 1974: 194)

What Horkheimer and Adorno called “the rfv.ollt of nattb
repressed and a rebelliousness manifest as “violent ow

ure” (the return of the
reaks of persistently
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repressed instinctual demands”) was not necessarily a positive force for change.
The effect may be “to fetter rather than to free nature,” with fascism — “a saranic

synthesis of reason and nature” — seen as one distinctive outcome {Jay, 1973
272).

The purpose of mastery over nature is the security of life —and its enhancetment
— alike for individuals and the species. But the means presently available for
pursuing these objectives encompass such potential destrucdveness that their full
employment in the struggle for existence would feave in ruins all the advantage
so far gained at the price of so much suffering. (Leiss, 1974; 163-4)

It is not my purpose here to undertake any deep elaboration, critique or deferse
of the Frankfurt School's achievements. But I do think it important to distll

from their critique of the domination of narure some key questions for
environmental-ecological politics:

1. The role of scientific enquiry as a liberatory force is called into question.
Horkheimer and Adorno did net abandon science (though they did provide

a reasonably compelling way to understand why so many in the ecological
movement — particularly the nature romanticists — do). They tock it as the
key task ol critical enquiry to reform science itself, to try and recapture some
sense of humanity and purpose and to internalize within science iself some
effort at a “re-enchantment” with the world (sometimes depicred as over-
coming “alienation from nature”) as opposed to the “disenchantment”
embedded in that creation of nature as “other” in Enlightenment thoughe.
They fought against positivism and the scientific method as usually

construed in Newtonian/Cartesian terms but held open the possibility for
the construction of an alternative science.

2. This question was dghtly coupled with considerations of rationalicy/

irrationality. The Frankfurt School challenged the hegemony of instru-
mental rationality and sought in its place an alternative rationaliry that had
the power to give a decper sense of meaning te life, to reeuperate a sensuous
and open dialogical reladon between human beings and external nature
without giving in to what they saw as the blind forces of romanric fury,

religious ideology, nature idolarory and satanic myth. How to do that is
still, of course, a very open questiorL.

3. To do this, the Frankfurt School chose to pay very close attention to the

esthetic tradition. But what kind of esthetic was possible after Auschwitz,
asked Adorno? Thar question is also put o the test and the answer is as
nuanced as it is problematic. It is all very well to liberate the life of the senses
to foster the return of all that had been repressed by instrumental rationality
and Enlightenment reason. But what if the result was fascism? Whar if ic
was a dynamic but thoroughly banal mass culture of consumerism in which
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every fetishism under che sun was put up for sale? What kind of esthetic
was possible after Heury Ford as well as after Auschwite? Adorno’s response
was 1o construct a legendary elitism and purism on the estheric front. Purity
in art was the only guarantce against cooption and corruption. Bur this was
all too easy to construe asa noble but futile pesture thar in any case brought
the esthetic appreciation of nature very cose to traditional bourgeois taste
and in some ways reinforced the idea of art for art’s sake. Adorno, it is
tempting to argue, withdrew into his own version of the Leibnizian conceit
p the face of the “noisy chaos” and distressing clrcumstances of che political
world in which he found himself. But even if the esthetic gesture of the
Frankfurt School's most respected esthetic analyst is found wanting, the
question broached of what kind of esthetic and in whose name is 2 persistent
refrain within ccologica]/environmcntal arguments.

. Nonc of these questions could be answered without at some point turning

to psychoanalysis and the issue of human repressions, desires, and needs.
The confrontation between Marx and Freud was conjoined in Frankfurt
School analysis, sometimes with positive but more often with confusing
results. But here, tao, the Frankfurt School broached a terrain of discussion
that simply will not go away, both in the sense of understanding how, for
example, sexual drives and repressions, maternal longings and macho desires
{everything, in short, that we construe as “human nature”) become buit
into arguments for a certain relation 1o nature (inclnding that expressed in
Saceard’s vision). Put morc broadly, who is this “self” that is struggling to
be realized and which of the innumerable struggles that result can be
understood as emancipatory and in what way?

. While they called into question the separation between “man and nature”
and sought to reintegratc the two sides via appeal to 2 dialectics of internal
relations, the Frankfurt School nevertheless instanciated rather than under-
imined che simple binary division “man/namure.” In ecological circles itisa
standard line of criticism of them that they never rose above the anthropo-
morphism of that separation and could not therefore move rowards a
penuinely ccocentric viewpoint {see Eckerstey, 1992: chapter 5). They
replicated Descartes in the very act of criticizing him. But this is a rather
more general problem than many ecological thinkers presently rzcognize.
While the dialecdical formalism (Hegelianism) of the Frankfurc School in
the end got in the way of its powers of historical materialist analysis, thus
jllustrating the limits oF a certain kind of application of the philosophy of
internal relations, the question of how and under what circumstances it is
valid to resort to such a binary form of analysis (as opposed to submerging
everything in some ecocentric soup) has to be confronted. For while it is
very much the case that the “man—natuse” dichotomy has no fixed boundaty
and that it is, as Flaraway (1990, 1991) again and again argues: being
transgressed all the time in modem science and technology as well as in
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a nature reserve in a developing country and insists on the eviction of
indigenous populations who have long used that habitat as their resource base,
then this suggests that the World Wildlife Fund has acquited just as severe and
draconian ideal of the domination of nacure in all of its senses as anyone in the
World Bank or, for that martter, in the Enlightenment ever did. Is it ever
possible, then, entirely to avoid some version of the dominion/domination/
control thesis and, if not, is it ever possible for that not to convert into some
version of the dominion/domination/control. over others? That question Is
pever far from the heart of all ecological politics.

The failings of the Frankfurt School’s approach reflect in certain respects the
fecundity of the questions opened up. While it opens up 2 terrain of investi-
gation: into “repressed nature” it does so by hypothesizing “instinctual urges’
{a thoroughly essentialist idea} for which it is very hard to find independent
evidence outside of the very technologies of enquiry which are being subjected
to criticism. While it draws atrendon t© the potental for rebellion against the
instrumentalities of domination of nature (and of human narure) including
the techniques of consumerism and management of mass culture, against the
processes of globalization and colonization of the life world by homeogenizing
instrumental rationality and market commadification, it provides very lirde
vision as to how such rebelliousness might chaonel into productive and
cmancipatory directions as opposed to self-destructive nihilism.

But in all of this, there are two specific lines of difficulty that are of particular
impost for my own enquiry. The firsc concerns the Yimits and power of a
philosophy of internal relations. To varying degrees, the Frankfure School
appealed to this mode of thought and Adorna’s work was particularly strong
in this regard — his Negative Dialectics, as We have seen, was a particularly
crenchant exploration of the power of internal refations as a revelatory device.
But Whitchead's critique of a mode of analysis in which “everything relates to
everything else” so as tolead to nothing is here appropriate. Indeed, Habermas'
judgment that “negative dialectics Jeads nowhere” is cast in the same mold. In
effect, the danger always inherent in application of 2 dialectics of internal
relations is precisely that everything so mifrors everything else that there is no
room for radical change, no moment of leverage that permits an exit from
processes of domination thar totally occupy beliefs, discourses, institutions,
power StruCrures, miaterial practices', and social relations.

Sccondly, there is the related problem of agency: Having laid aside the
working class as the ageat of contemparary history, the Frankfurt School
had difficalty in finding an alternative locus of action. To be sure, several of
them found some sort of alternative — Marcuse put his faich in youthful
rebellion (poweted by Eros) and Habermas in new social movements dedicated
to the construction of an ethics of communicacive action. Bur for the most
part the Frankfurt Schoo! could not identify any coherent of meaningfit
agency of social change that was not alrcady thoroughly corrupted, coopted;
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and tra i i inati
and [,.E)Ed in the mechanics of domination of nature, self, and others. Here
o ;he 0.1-e1 open conception of internal relations across diverse rnr.;mc .
o the als:(jc;a EIlplf‘_oc:css (fas (zl.lthncd in chapter 4) could have helped open Tps
ical form of analysis into a m istori
the 4 y: ore historical and less purely logical
It was for the.
s o ¢ se two fundamental reasons that the reputation of “pessimism”
became y ;:Iachjd to the work of the Frankfurt School. But there wer
¢ powerful and persuasive ar, irni ; .
_ guments for pessimism available withi
far more . vailable within th
meln e rer'1tlti (;/f{ western thought and these did not in any way require cominc
S . ; . \
wi arxism, dialectics, or internal relations. For if ever there waE

a cause for pessimism as te i
cards our relation 1o nature, i i
Malthus and his doctrines. e fesuly oy widh e

V. Ecoscarcity and Natural Limits: The Malthusian Tradition

Initially formulated at the end of the eighteenth cen i
Zgif;ilf-}lufenment o.pti.mismj the Malthgfllsian and n:gjﬂﬁiiﬁ}:aﬁiﬁ?
cefrain mtif:odsl‘;a;c“)’_aﬂd natural li{nits have operated as a perperual )gercmiafl
AP Emlmnt p;ogresslve humanism of the western pro-capitalist
population growth T:WCCH the sexes (a sclf-realization argument) produced
cmancipacioirﬁ eyond the natural- capacities of the carth’s larder and
result. The drivzn}ofc;jgyréa}?:;iﬁdaiii?edwzﬁ nxf:SSarﬂy frustrated a5 a
i atic
Crncpicn o i v T sty Sgunen o
cighteenth-cent ‘Z}:‘i}:j{WS, a long pre-history, that includes a whole seric‘s of
of periodic faml.u-y €IS Conﬁofltfd as they all were with the obvious facts
e ;ﬂt‘s a.nd'deadly epidemics. And while most hoped that the
e bat}u‘e 1mlght cure such ills, there were many who recognized
The perpemal e : inc f:ml-.l acknowledgement of what the limits in nature were
A curr:;i: zf;v[ at argument, and its periodic ascendency, now cvr:l;
P[(]):sblcm o eovsearcin arxism, testifies to the grumbling persistency of the
21 . « -
withmféJ glitlt?rigons g) 31'3‘1‘3; that “the basic ideas of historical materialism can
understandine of b c regarded as a PfﬁjPOSH.I for an ccological approach to the
paaneln E fhuman nafurc and history.” The difficulty, he asserts, is that
o 35:1 dn;\;cm;:.l to .d'lc mature writings of Marx between chis ,gencral
Lo et an 1:harxs pohrlcrfll—ecx.momic conception of the labor process
procassis ngn i SZ ‘ at a morc dial’f:cucal reading of Marx, in which the labot-'
pessing throush c:l)rr.:n—_gmr}g fire .pe.rpemally modifying other processes while
hiarus. Not oil az giving rise to distinctive “shing;,” climinates much of that
PR, by oes it thf:n, becor'nf: possihle to explore the commaonalities
s between Mards project and some sectors of contemporary
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; 5 re adequate
ecological thinking, but it also allows us to begin t© corlu.tructl mo 1 ch e
languages with which to reflect upon the nature of socio-ecelogleal &
and projccts. ' ' o s dhat
TEE éanger here is of accepting, often without kIlOWlI}& 1t,1c<tmsu;r)moum
i 0
preclude radical critique. One of the most pen{]as[vc flnci dl lc:; to i
i is the insis
1 ! ter chapters, is that whi !
Darriers, as 1 shall show in la i : s on spara 8
i t is surptising hete,
“ " o nd “society” as colierent entities. Wha
out “nature” and “societ] 1 et e s o
1 t5 at some levi P
st biocentric of ecologis '
even the deepest and the mo R
is distinct ill disectly appeals to it by acp '
this distinction (or worse still di ~depic o o
’ insisting upon a p
5 ” let loose upen the planet). By
D the pro i i logical processes, Ido
i i into frecly flowing socio-ecolog Ido
dissolution of the problem into f : < cosen L
not mean to imply that the particular kind of “permanence w; c t Miqet?m
i i o :
has no meaning discursively or practically or that sntuatlor;s 0 :11}615 e In
i i Or ar: .
ich i late that particular permancnce . L
which it makes sense to 150 ha e e iy
insi 2 i ritique keep open precisely
do wanc to insist that radical c ‘ P ‘ ey in ="
this entity (if such it is) gets constituted out of sxgioieco‘lioglc_ai ES el
i i ide
i is all examine the role playea by
1o press home this pomt,Ish ideas of e
limits’l’) and “ccoscarcity” (and its cognate term of “Ov'crp(;fﬁlat_log ) Lfrz rem
i inki i ral limits is often
: thinking the issue of natu ofte :
orary debate. In ecological poften n ¢
Forcfr};nt of discussion. Lee (1989), for examplleé cl:)rczgcs‘a Ea?gm inwhich
i ed fr
i an behavior should be deriv
it scems that the rules of hum : e  the secon
law of thermodynamics and the inherent sustaining pqwe{) lof e . {hereb
Anything that ;fiulatcs these two principles is unsustaina € a.ri ithiz
1V W
dochd ta produce ccocatastrophe. We must, thercfor;, learn to ive whibo
i se, is
imi taws. The difficulty here, of course, !
the limits of these two natural [Tl y b ‘ fsthat ne et
rinciple is helpful at all in explaining the shtfltmg hlst(_)ry of umle p soc!
grganization or even the genesis of life itself. It is one tl';mg :1) aargl hat the
’ 1 cal dynam
ics and the laws of ecolegl :
second law of thermodynarnics fe ynamics 5te
necessary conditions within which all human socicties have theit being,

- L > of
o treat them as sufficient conditions for the understanding

j ther t ‘
?ltlr?l:a?lnl?istory. To propose the latter would imply that the whole of human

inabiliry in violati . This is so
history is an exercise in unsustainabiliry in vielation of narural law.
i intless. N
rand an assertion as to be poin ’ o
Benton (1989, 1992) has insisted that even Marmst:il W]:O ilav:l Emits” >
, i ur
(i i bould clearly recognize the na
ally been hostile to the idea, s limies 12
hu{nan potentialities while Perelman (1993), even mo}rlc bravcl};, :S;A methar
e writines shows that he was much more o
close study of Marx's writings ! : thusias
than he cz.red to admit. This is a sufficiently serious argument fo W
return to it origins in the work of Malthus himself.

It is sometimes forgo . . on the B
of Populationin 1798 as a political tract against the Utopian socflahst_a] e
of Codwin and Condorcet and as an antidote to the hopes oh soci L g;io E ~

. tion.
embodied in Enlightenment thoughr as well as in the French revo

ccen thar Malthus wrote his firsy Fssay on the Principle
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his introduction, Malthus lays down principles of enquiry which ought, he
argues, to govern discourse concerning such an important subject as the
perfectibility of man:

A writer may tell me that he thinks a man will uldmately become an ostrich. 1
cannot praperly contradict him. But before he can expect to bring any reasonzble
person over to his opinion, he ought to show that the necks of mankind have
been gradually elongating, thatr the lips have grown harder and more
prominent, that the legs and feet are daily altering their shape, and that the hair
is beginning to change into stubs of feathers. And till the probability of so
wonderful a conversion can be shown, it is surely lost time and lost eloquence
1o expatiate on the happiness of man in such a state: to describe his power, both
of running and flying, to paint him in a condition where all narrow luxuries
would be condemned, where he would be employed only in collecting the
necessaries of life, and where, consequently, each man’s share of labour would
be light, and his portion of leisure ample.

Malthus engages in two tactics here. One is to insist that all discussion of future
possible social orders be subjected to the rules of sceptical empirical enquiry
into existing reality. The second is to float easily across the social-biological
divide so as to use the latter as a means to confound the former. Yet the firsc
edition of the Eisay is strongly colored by deduction from & priori universal
principles: namely that food is necessary to the existence of man and that the

" . passion between the sexes is necessary and constant. He places these two

postulates in the context of a world of finite resources and deduces the famous
“natural law” in which population growth (a geometric series) places pressure
on the means of subsistence (an arithmetic expansion} inevitably producing
poverey, disease, famine, wat, and a general tendency towards “overpopulation.”

. In subsequent editions of the Essey Malthus sought to give much more

. empirical substance and scientific respectability to his deductive arguments by
furnishing as much empirical information as he could muster. He also went
“on to elaborate somewhat on the preventive checks (delay of marriage, for
example) through which population is kept in balancc with the mecans of
“subsistence, without resort to the violence of famine, disease, and war. The
éﬁbsequent evolution in Malthus™ ideas on the subject is too well known to
varrant repetition here, as is the neo-Malthusian “adjustment” in which it is
understood that technological change and social adaptation can create a
amic balance in what still remains a fundamental race between population
grawth (society) and the availability of resources “in nature.” Bur what is
ually forgotten is the class character of Malthus’ argument. And since this
rticularly pernicious aspect of his argument is still very much with us ir
serves careful consideration.
Malthus (1970: 82) recognizes that “misery” has to fall somewhere and main-
ns. that the positive checks of famine, disease, and poverty will necessarily
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be the lot of the lower classes. Their miserable condition is the result of a
natural law which functions “absolutely independent of all human regulation."
Their distress is to be incerpreted as “in evil so deeply seated that no human

ingenuity can reach it” (Malthus, 1976 101). On this basis Malthus arrives,
“reluctanty,” at a set of policy recommendations: providing welfare to the poor
merely increases the aggregate of human misery because freeing the lowest
classes from positive checks only results in an expansion of their numbers, a
gmdual reduction in their standard of living, a decline in the incentive to work,
and 2 dimjnished coneribution to wealth creation as waged laborers. Increas-

stence levels to “a part of society that cannot in general be considered
as the most valuable part diminishes the shares that would otherwise belong
co more industrious and worthy members, and thus forces more © become

dcpendent” (Malthus, 1970: 97). From this Malthus draws a moial:

ing subsi

 ia individual instances, dependent poverty ought to be
5 to be absolutely necessary (o promaote
ral accempt ro weaken

Hard as it may appea
held disgraceful. Such 2 stimulus appear
the happiness of the great mass of mankind, and every gene
this stimulus, however benevalent its apparent intention, will always defeat its
own purpose. ... | feel no doubt whatever thas the parish laws of [ngland have

contributed to raise the price of provisions and to lower the real price of labour.
h that class of people whase only

They have thecefore contributed to impoveris
possession is their labout. It is also difficult to suppase that they have not power-

fully contributed to generate that carelessncss and want of frugality observable
among, the poor, so contrary 0 the disposition to be remnarked among petty
rradesmen and small farmers. The labouting poor, te usc a vulgar expression,
secm always w live from hand to mouth. Their present wants employ their whole
atention, and they seldom ¢hink of the Future. Even when they have an
opportunity of saving, they seldom exercise it, but all chat is beyond their present
necessities goes, generally speaking, to the ale-house. The poor laws of England
may therefore be said to dimirish both the power and the will 1o save among
the common people, and thus to weaken one of the stongest incentives to
sobriery and industry and consequently co happiness.
‘This argument sounds all too familiar. Substitute welfare for the poor laws,
drugs for the ale-house, teenage picgnancy for carelessness and wani of
frugality, and we here find writcen the familiar litany of complaints that has
increasingly dominated the discussion of welfare policies owards the lower
classes in Britain and the United States these last 20 years.

But this must all be offsec by Malthus’ approach to the uppes classes —
principally those of the industrial and landed interests whose roles are more
Josely analyzed in The Principles of Political Economy. Here, he recognizes
difficulty in accounting for the continued accumulation of capital in socicty.
The capitalist saves, invests ia productive activity, sells the product ata profic,

pioughs back the profit as new invesiment, and commences

the CyClE Of
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?;:;:un:;gin.on oxl:cehmore. But the capitalist has ro sell the product to someone
i C{; italil:t to be had and the capitalist is saving rather than consuming. If
mpidlp alit siaves Lo? much a{nd the rate of capital accumulation increases t.oo
) ﬁz:,d e a;ng ¢ ]:rc subsistence problems are encountered, the capitalise
Y Es sion J e‘::ked by t_he lack of effective demand for the increased
oup ériod chucn y; “both capital and population may at the same time, and
‘ forprl;ducc”(} N%z:l: length, be redundant, compared to the effective dcx;land
: i produs bl us, 1968: 402). Malthus' solution to this effective demand
fh ) a problem Fhat'was to be central to Keynes™ reformulation of th,
th:org of capitalist crises in the 1930s) is to rely upon the proper cxcrcisct Cf
h P ﬁ\lflver € consume on the pazt of those unproductive classes — the landl d:
N Zﬁz }cnonan‘cs, ete. - vx_'ho were outside of the production process Mal(:}-l :
! pains to dissociate himself from any direct apologetics for spicuous
consumption on the part of the landed gentry. All he wanted to d;";;!:‘:: ;:Lr:

P down where the effective demand mi
o secumulation seable: and might come from that would keep capital

?t is unquestionably crue that wealth produces wants it 1 i
gl&i(;r;a:lltt ti‘mh ctlhat ganm produce wealth. Fach cause ;czu;]g rljajtssﬂgol::}:
sﬂmu’late 2 :;, O er,Th th of precedence zlmd importance, is with the wants which
e (lestry he greatest ?f all difficulties in converting uncivilized and
thinly pec IIJJ «d coaimlzlnes intw cm‘hzed and populous ones, is to inspire them with
the wants b l‘ec o Eted to excite their.exertions in the production of wealth
e ol jW:test eneﬁ:is which forcign commerce confers, and the rcasor;
MO ten};s ;PPCU? an almost necessary ingredient in the progress of
reaith, is it tender dci :0 II‘E‘[:;IC r'ieyﬁlv:znts, :_0 form new rastes, and ro furnish
to lose any of these motrgr-es. (I‘Si:ivtllms, 1292(;-12153[;)‘]6(1 countries cannorattord

ffeb;nl: :icr:rmq, located in fhe unproductive classes of society and stimulat-
iy N;g;; and foreign t[.ade (‘thf: cantemporary arguments atound
ngborh e accun;ﬂaref exer?plal:y in this regard) plays a vital role in stimulat-
e {;mo.rll of capital and the expansion of employment. Labor,
e om po Ell;e . .\;’Id:be unemployed.if Fhe upper classes fail to consum;
e o P ori rherf: are any restrictions on foreign trade (again, put
e~ spenc[i] rms, the United States does a favor ro the world by redis-
_ins&sting spendi I powclr to the affluent classes, consuming to the hilt, and
. This tth;r fpef{:"?e e i
e Oncy d(; < ctive dem‘and'docs.not sit easily with the theory of popula-
e power 1 cona e onm T lome St e
el ‘ . o e lowest classes in society i
o tfl eof l1.0:11:r01117_mg thf: pressure of population on resources, while Zsﬁ:lll-tid;e
cory of effective demand that the upper classes should consume a%
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Within the advanced capitalist countries this obscenity is
now rampant as we find “consumer confidence” (and the penchant for debt
financing of consumption} of the upper classes depicted as fundamental to
sustaining the accumularion of capital, while all forms of welfare for the lower
classes are stashed because they are regarded as a pernicious drain on growth.
Internationally, this same opposition arises as advanced capitalist counities
preach to the rest of the world about how the latter’s po pulation growth is put-
ting pressure on [ESOULCES while urging their own uppet classes on to an Ofgy
of conspicuous consumption as a [necessary contribution to “sustainable”

much as possible.

Mialthus was (unlike many contemporary analysts) at least aware of the
that the upper classes do not

contradiction. He sought to resolve it by arguing
increase their numbers according t natural law but regulare theiz numbers by
prudent habits generated out of a fear of decline in their station in life. Only
the lower classes ate caught within the immutable law of nature such that they
imprudently breed. 'T he law of population is in effect disaggregated inte one
{aw for the poor and another law for the rich. But Malthus also has to explain
why an effective demand cannot be generated by ap increasing power to
consume on the part of the laboring classes. Such a possibility is dismissed as
illogical because “no one will ever employ capital metely for the sake of the
demand occasioned by those who work for him” {(Malchus, 1968: 404), which
s another way of saying thar profit necessarily Jrises out of the exploication of
the working classes.
But if production is controlled by capitalists, then is it not also possible that
“the laws of private property which are the grand stimulants o production,
do themselves so limit it as always to make the actual produce of the carth fall
very considerably short of the power of production?” (Malthus, 1970: 245}.
To this question Malthus replies with a qualified “yes” quickly indinga moral

rationale:

It malkes no difference in the acute rate of increase in population, oz the necessary
existence of checks te it, whether the statc of demand and supply which occa-
sions an insufficiency of wages o the whole of the labouring classes be produced
prematurely by a bad structure of society, and an unfavourable distribution of
wealth, or necessarily by a comparative exhaustion of the soil. The labourer feels
the difficulty in the same degree and it must have neatly the same result, from

whatever cause it arises.

do the laborers a favor by creating artificial
hit home. The control of effective demand by
all sectors of man-

So the property-owning classes
scarcity befose natural scarcities
the propertied interest prevents the visitation of misery on

) ) “ . )
kind, the premature exhaustion of resources, and “secures to 2 portion of society
the leisure necessary for the progress of the arts and sciences” —a phenomenon
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that. confers on society a most signal benefit.” Thus is the Enlightenment
pro;ecaj 1l-cscrved- ft?r a small clite while everyone else is condemned to live b
natural law. This is an appalling instance of that awful habit of denying o .
sccgfn -of our species the right to be considered human. yHe o
n assical EOlIthELl economy frequently invoked natural scarcity and dimin-
Ei Cmgd mafrgmal rerurns as the roor cause of crises and persistent poverty.
ovcir o, Ior_ example, adopt.ed much of what Malthus had to say abou;
Capig;_pu atlogj and c;;:oscarcxty, artributing the falling rate of profit under
istn to diminishing returns on land (or on all reso
: ' urces) to th i
wrhcre th; rent on increasingly scarce resources would absotb all proﬁct.p'lgilﬁ:
a‘ ac;ntftzk Maﬁrf to observe. that when faced with a crisis all Ricardo could do
s o ht ¢ refuge in organic chemistry. Marx, of course, would have no truck
vid e decos.ca.rcny a.l:gu%nent. Poverty and lack of well-being as well as the
icssmftc:]rll cnc1_czl of capitalism had to be explained through the internal dynam
of the capitalist mode of production rather than b; iies or
by so-called “natural laws” of i Mo comme iy awith 1 2
' population. What Marx cotmes up with i
;};c:iz ;1grh expc:a(ril.atlon of the production of impoverishment, of uneliploymf.:;f
ery and disease among the lower classes as , J
e e a necessary outcome of how
: pitalism works, no matter what th f
tion growth. There is a specific rule of o i i ek
verpopulation under capitalism th:
relates to the need to prod i i Five surplas
produce an industrial reserve arm lati
! : : y, a relative surpl
po{r:tlﬁon, f:l)r the expansionary dynamics of a capitalist mode of productEijol;S
- arx also recognized that resource endowments had a key role to pla ,
in fiﬁ;ﬁung z;mltb (2 concept quite different from value), insisting by resor{
aers g’) g;xll :Jrcd‘mc?tapc}lli; that the earth was its mother and labor its father
: 50). He also insisted that the “metabolism” wich nature was i
.;nigfri::emaé condition of human labor (1967: 50} and that disrupt?ou;::tfi
me CO;)n 1;;:11 (s)r an;l;l :MOTI(ZJHCI he saw capitalism providing abundant causes
fo nt) could spell disaster. Furthermore, we could onl
, \ eve
with nature through nature’s own laws. It is hard to read this withc):ut in;ez?;l;

- that Marx, ar least, had a profound respect for the qualides of nature and

Ll':lcrszgclatit}nal;ldialcctical. possibilities inherent within it as weli as within
_he . :::;1 i Ltlifl ! rzr:;re, his more de:tailec_:l disa_1ssi0ns on Malchus indicate that
e thonght there e many situations in which population dynamics might

positive or negative relations to the reproduction of a particular

:';n(r);i; (;f przdu.ction. Capiltalism, he argued, requires a growing population as
-éém ; ound ation fOF capltal. accumulation (see Harvey, 1982: 161). “Ver
complicate and varying relations” of production to population could be founﬁ

in"differenc epochs and places. Even the category of overpopulation could

_soll_n_etimes make sense:

Tn'di -
) Or} d;fferlen't maodes of social producton there are different laws of the increase
population and of everpopulation. ... Thus what may be overpopuladon in
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one stage of social product.ion may 1ot be so i.n anutl}cr, andtltheér f:ffe;l:
may be different. ... "The amount of overpopulation posited on Ullc- asLsO ol
i jon i i i the adequate population. Uver-
ific production is thus just as determinate as ‘ : :
;I:;:ﬂ:tg)on and population, taken together, are the pupuianon which a specific
producsion basis can create. (Grandrisse, pp. 604-5)

arxi i i i tripht
The Marxist tradition subsequently pm;l ]x\lglszh artent:;m R::a:hi(s) o;;n dgl'{lt
1 us an .
n of the ecoscarcity arguments of 2 : <
1 I of the
sometimes went on to draw the unwarranted implication r_':(liat all f{?rm:)\lo the
overpopulation or ccoscarcily argument ate r'ncrely a ]_:;rod t:;ttona:l;:re C;gmld
1 i it was sometimes assumed thal
bourgeois teasoning, Fven worse, 1 N ure cou
i i ransformed to meet human needs,
be dominated by socicty and totally : man needs, 32
ct in principle
izati ature was an unproblematic proje
that the humanization of all nature np! atic proj ape
(though fraught with technical and economic difficulties). bta_lmltf;)ok (lw;mted
only a simplistic language of the “mastery” of nature bug, in dus f e el
ibiti hubris towards the natur:
ko, gave such an cxhibition of
LTI i ists shuddered. It was only
ise convinced Marzists shuddered.
world that even some otherwisc e rxist : s oYy
when it became clear thar Lake Baikal was turping into an ecological r:hs e
to parallel Lake Erie that serious questions began to .be raised concerning
propet ecological perspectives to be bmlf into socialism. o of
As Grundmann complains, Marx, at 1mes, Secms to assume tha E b of
1 i her
productive forces implies an increasing power to cj;:ml iate I.lamfl:; v: ::;’;hcI r
» - » - A ,
i « which do nezlead” in that direction ,
may be productive forces w. h: o
i i iy, risk, and uncontrollability as well as sary
an increasing uncertainty, sk, contr well s o
iop i i s.” This does not imply tha
oppression in the production process. ‘ concerm 1o
tgf natural environment is incompatible with a Promethean view. n -Cai
“anthropocentrism and rmastery over natuse, far frorr:h cauintzg ccothgll
i i i ddress them.” Nevertheless,
the starcing-points from which 1o a verthek
g i uld creare an intelligible
i “ and technology would ¢
Marx’s expectation that “science : i an inwcligbe
1l as the expectation that only capiral
and controllable world as we . ’ iralis relagione
1 » . ratianal regulation of our metabolism wi ,
stand in the way” of a rational reg hase
to be questioned, And this implies a challenge to some of the presump
istori i tertalism, -
of historical—geographical ma ! 4
Tt is in this context that some Marxists have returned to t}ﬁf (:izoscarct:iythan
natural limits argument as being in some sense far more ndamen | ther
Marx (or more importantly Marxists} have becu( pr;garfgg ;33 1():0 Clma[;
er
turn by Benton (1989, , nal
Unfortunately, the mannet of that re : _ ! "
{1993}, and g,’Connor (1988) often appears asa sad capitulation to capltalmtﬁc
) : ?
gum of them would in any way suppo
ar ents. Not, of course, that any . e
class distinctions that Malthus used (and latteréay 11;3-Maltaiiul§1ar‘1tssfc;zd e
ici But the universality of "natural hmt
to usc) to such vicous effect, _ ality " and £
deeper appeal 0 “natural law” as inherently limiting to the capacity

i i ic limiting condition
human desizes, is NOW increasingly wreated as an axiomatic limitng

rejectio
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of human existence. So what, then, would a dialectical—relational formulation
of the problem look like?

Consider, to begin with, a key term like “natural resources.” In what sense
can we talk about them as being “limited” and in what ways might we reason-
ably say they ate “scarce?” The definition of these key terms is evidently crucial,
if only for the whole science of economics which usually defines itself as “the
science of the allocation of scarce resources.” So let me offer a relational
definition of the term “natural resousce™ as a “cultural, technical and economic
appraisal of elements and processes in nature that can be applied to fulfill social
objectives and goals through specific material practices.” We can unpack the
terms in this definition one by one. “Appraisal” refers to a state of knowledge
and a capacity to understand and communicate discussively that varies
histarically and geographically, The long history of capitalism itself shows that
technical and economic appraisals can change rapidly and the addition of the
cultural dimension makes for even greater fluidity and variability in the
definition. Social objectives and goals can vary greatly depending upon who
is doing the desiting about what and how human desires get institutionalized,

discursively expressed, and politically organized. And the elements and
processes in nature change also, not only because change is always occurring
{independent of anything human beings do), but because material practices
are always transformative activides engaged in by human beings operating in
a variety of modes with all sorts of intended and unintended consequences.
What exists “in nature” s in a constant state of transformation. To declare a
state of ecoscarcity is in effect to say that we have not the will, wit, or capacity
to change our state of knowledge, our social goals, cultural modes, and tech-
nological mixes, or our form of economy, and that we are powerless to modify
cither our material practices or “nature” according to human requitcments. To

_ say that scarcity resides in nature and that natural limits exist is to ignore how
. scarcity Is sodially produced and how “limits” are a social relation within nature

{(including human society) rather than some externally imposed necessity.
Even the short history of capitalism surely proves that resources are not fixed,
that all of them are dynamic and changing, It is one thing to say that capitalism

" in 4 given state is encountering a condition of ecoscarcity and overpopulation

ofits own distinctive making. Indeed, it can be argued with some force, pace

Marx, that capitalism as a mode of production necessarily must always do that,
- so that to translate this particular circumstance into 2 set of universal limitations

is to completcly elide the political-ecological point. In this regard ar least,
Benton (1989: 77), after pursuing the holy grail of natural fimits to its own

:limir, has it right:

- What is required is the recognition thar each form of socialfeconomic life has
its own specific mode and dynamic of interrelation with its own specific con-
. textyal conditions, resource materials, energy sources and naturally mediated
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bear the brunt of the burden. And if we are told that there are certain of us
who, by virtue of our skills, abilities, and atrainments, are capable of "conferring
a signal benefit upon mankind” then it is our bounden duty to protect and
preserve ourselves for the sake of all mankind, for the sake of civilization.

Whenever a theory of overpopulation seizes hold in a society ruled by a
dominant class, then the subservient classes invariably experience some form
of material, political, economic, and social repression. This was, of course, a
result entirely predictable in the terms ser up by rhe Frankfurt School. The
difference, however, is that we here arrive at an understanding of the same
outcome directly through class analysis.

V1. Conclusion

Western discourses regarding the relation to nature have frequently swung on
a pendulum berween cornucopian optimism and triumphalism at one polc and
unrelieved pessimism not only of our powers to escape from the clutches of
natutally imposed limits but even to be autonomous beings outside of nature-
driven necessities at the other pole. It is, I think, a standing and deep embarrass-
ment within the tradition of western thoughr that sa few indications can be
found of escaping from the stasis of a swinging pendulum of opinion and
converting that motion into a learning spiral. To rejece all talk of dominion,
of “powerful understanding,” and of scientific rationality is as foolish as to
accept the wilder propositions of some Enlightenment thinkers. We are,
whether we like it or nog, inherivors of the Enlightenment tradition and the

* only interesting question is what we make of it and what we do with it. The
-. positive side of the Frankfurt School contribution lay, I think, in its Uropianism,
. its belief that somewhere, somehow it might be possible to have “dominion

~ without tyranny,” rationality that was something more than purely inserumen-

wal and a science that was of higher order than that which we have currently
constructed. What it could not come to terms with (and here its understand-
able obsessions with fascism coupled with its commitments to a Hegelian
dialectics got in the way), were the dlass forces and powers that have kepr and
ntinue to keep the pendulum of thought swinging in ways convenient to
e day-to-day and hence short-term perpetuation of class privilege and power.
There is, in short, nothing more ideologically powerful for capitalist interests
have at hand than unconstrained technological optimism and docwrines of
gress ineluctably coupled to a doom-saying Malthusianism that can
nveniently be blamed when, as they invariably do, things go wrong,



