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Recent years have seen a growing interest in and the publication of more formal 

scholarship on philosophical hermeneutics and environmental philosophy--i.e. environmental 

hermeneutics. Grasping how a human understanding of environments is variously mediated and 

how different levels of meaning can be unconcealed permits deeper ways of looking at 

environmental ethics and human practices with regard to environments. Beyond supposed simple 

facts about environments to which humans supposedly rationally respond, environmental 

hermeneutics uncovers ways in which encounters with environments become meaningful. How 

we understand and, therefore, choose to act depends not so much on simple facts, but what those 

facts mean to our lives. Therefore, this dissertation explores three paths. The first is to justify the 

idea of an environmental hermeneutics with the hermeneutic tradition itself and what 

environmental hermeneutics is specifically. The second is to demonstrate the benefit of 

addressing environmental hermeneutics to environmental philosophy. I do this in this dissertation 

with regard to the debate between anthropocentrism and non-anthropocentrism, a debate which 

plays a central role in questions of environmental philosophy and ethics. Thirdly, I turn to 

environmental justice studies where I contend there are complementarities between hermeneutics 

and environmental justice. From this reality, environmental justice and activism benefit from 

exploring environmental justice more deeply in light of philosophical hermeneutics. This 

dissertation is oriented toward a continuing dialogical relation between philosophical 

hermeneutics and environments insofar as environments are meaningful. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Hermes is the messenger of the gods, he who brings a word from the 
realm of the wordless; hermeios brings the word from the Oracle—
hermeneuein is primordial interpretation, the bringing into word of what 
was previously not yet word. 

—Don Ihde 

Is hermeneutics primarily about the interpretation of texts? A first glance assumption 

would no doubt support that understanding. Paul Ricoeur, one of the primary figures of the last 

century of the hermeneutic tradition, defined hermeneutics in several writings as the practice of 

interpreting written documents. The hermeneutical practice, recognized by both Hans-Georg 

Gadamer and Paul Ricoeur, of overcoming historical distance is a practice focused on the close 

reading of historical texts. One cannot reasonably deny that hermeneutics and the interpretation 

of texts are closely related if not interchangeable. 

Don Ihde, however, just might be onto something in the quotation above when he said 

that the originary meaning of hermeneutics is not just the interpretation of texts, but simply the 

primordial act of interpreting itself—bringing into word that which was previously “not yet 

word.” Ihde seems to be saying that interpretation is translating something prelinguistic into 

language. While we may not have the benefit of the Oracle to tell us what the gods who dwell in 

the wordless realm wish to “say” to us, we may construe hermeneutics as bringing to 

understanding through language the wordless experiences we have in everyday life. To put the 

wordless into words is the way we understand. 

Ihde claims that hermeneutics should be construed not as the “image of the hermeneut” 

interpreting a text, but more broadly as what he refers to as “interpretive activity.”1 Interpretive 

1 Don Ihde, Expanding Hermeneutics: Visualism in Science (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1998), 2, 7. 



2 

activity is the practice of interpreting things. When we encounter a text, we interpret what 

Gadamer would call the “matter” of the text. To translate Gadamer into the language of Ihde, we 

interpret the “thing” to which the text refers. What Ihde calls “thing interpretation” is what 

interpretation, essentially, is. We interpret every “thing” that we encounter. This is to say that we 

experience some sort of understanding of things in the world. Even more, when we fail to 

understand something or misunderstand something, hermeneutics is the activity of overcoming 

the distance of the lack of understanding or misunderstanding to reach the proximity of meaning. 

The fundamental premise that is the thread woven throughout the tapestry of this entire 

dissertation is the interpretation of the thing we call “environments.” Environmental 

hermeneutics is interpretive activity that takes place toward and within environments. Because 

environmental hermeneutics arose out of a dialogue between hermeneutics and environmental 

philosophy (which itself arose out of concern for the right position humans must take in 

relationship to so-called nature), one may be led to conclude that environmental hermeneutics is 

about the interpretation of “nature.” This is not the case. Environmental hermeneutics, in its 

broadest meaning, is about interpretive activity in any environs. Environmental hermeneutics 

may be specialized, that is, focused, upon any kind of environment. We can interpret our 

relationship to architecture as well as a hike in the wilderness. There are also “natural” 

environments that bear the mark of human construction, such as botanical gardens that exist in 

cities. Such gardens may allow us to enjoy the beauty of growing things, yet exist in settings that 

are entirely constructed by human design. 

There is a great deal of discussion and debate within environmental philosophy about 

whether nature even exists or what is natural versus artificial or if such a distinction is even 

valid. I cite here the work of Steven Vogel as some of the most provocative and clearly reasoned 
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in this debate.2 Vogel lends environmental hermeneutics a clarity of understanding with regard to 

interpretive activity directed toward environments. Interpreting environments is less concerned 

with what is “natural” and what is in any way defined as other-than-natural than with the 

“facticity” of multiple kinds of environments, the interpretation of which we are constantly 

engaged in. Hermeneutically, I do not ask whether I am a part of nature or other than nature, but 

how I am related to things that are not me and how who I am is constituted in relation to things 

that are not me.  

Along with Ihde, who wants interpretative activity to expand to questions of science and 

technology, environmental hermeneutics would expand interpretive activity to our experience of 

environments. If hermeneutics is about interpretive activity generally rather than the practice of 

interpreting texts only, then the interpretation of environments is a legitimate line of inquiry to 

follow. This interpretive line of inquiry takes many forms in the trajectory of this dissertation. I 

begin with justifying the place of environmental hermeneutics within the hermeneutic tradition 

itself. Then I sketch out some essential themes of environmental hermeneutics. This is followed 

by what environmental hermeneutics offers environmental philosophy, especially addressing the 

long standing debate over anthropocentrism and the various forms of non-anthropocentrism. 

Then I turn to the field of environmental justice. This is not an arbitrary shift. Environmental 

justice stands in a unique place from which to understand the “polycentric” environmental ethics 

for which I argue over the binary “either/or” of the anthropocentrism/non-anthropocentrism 

framework. Further, I argue that environmental justice is itself an interpretive activity in several 

dimensions. Environmental justice case studies and activism are instances of interpretation and 

                                                 
2 See Steven Vogel, “The Nature of Artifacts,” Environmental Ethics 25.2 (Summer, 2003): 149 – 168; Against 
Nature: The Concept of Nature in Critical Theory (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1996); Thinking 
Like a Mall: Environmental Philosophy after the End of Nature (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2015). 
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the struggle for interpretations that meet the demands of justice. Finally, I take up the question of 

recognition justice for environmental justice bringing together the lines of inquiry between 

critical theory and hermeneutics to illustrate the primacy of recognition justice. Without 

recognition justice, distributive justice and participatory parity are inadequate. 

Here I will sketch out this trajectory in more detail. Chapter 2 addresses the question of 

why have anything called environmental hermeneutics at all? Is there a place in the hermeneutic 

tradition for environmental hermeneutics? I identify four points of hermeneutical thinking that 

justify the place of environmental hermeneutics in the hermeneutic tradition. A thing must be a 

locus of interpretation, that is, a place where meaning can be uncovered. There must be levels of 

meaning or what is called a surplus of possible meanings. Conflicts of interpretation follow upon 

varying interpretations and, finally, these conflicts can be adjudicated. I conclude that these four 

hermeneutical marks are characteristic of our engagement with environments. It is also necessary 

that hermeneutics be “emancipated” from the notion that hermeneutics is solely or primarily 

about texts. I argue that hermeneutics is primarily about experience, the understanding of which 

is mediated by language. From the emancipation of hermeneutics from the text and the four 

marks of what can be considered hermeneutical, environmental hermeneutics is found to have a 

place in the hermeneutic tradition. 

Chapter 3 then turns to environmental hermeneutics itself. There are many ways to 

approach the intersection between hermeneutics and environmental thinking. I focus, in 

particular, on the topics of identity, narrative, and ethics. Gadamer and Ricoeur each recognized 

that all interpretation encompasses an interpretation of the self. In understanding things one 

comes to understand something of oneself in the interpretive process. It follows then that 

interpretations of environments create what I call environmental identity or an environmental 
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hermeneutics of the self. I follow primarily the path of Paul Ricouer’s hermeneutics of the self in 

the construction of environmental identity. How one understands oneself in relationship to 

environments is crucial for how one acts with regard to environments. 

From identity, I continue on the path of narrative. Self-understanding becomes a narrative 

understanding. Narrative expands our understanding of identity with the realization that who I 

am is a story to be told. Moreover, the stories of others are stories to be heard. Narrative 

environmental hermeneutics facilitates the exchange of stories and memories to make possible 

the creation of a story of a shared environmental future. Narrative then reaches toward the 

construction of an environmental ethics. What kind of world to we wish to live in? What kind of 

story do we wish to tell about ourselves? The way of narrative leads to ethics constructed in the 

three-fold mimesis of prefiguration, configuration, and refiguration—to describe, to narrate, to 

prescribe.3 In a reflective, dialogical process, we describe the world into which we experience 

(prefiguration), we reflectively narrate our experience to ourselves and others (configuration), 

and then we propose prescriptively a world in which we wish to dwell (refiguration). Richard 

Kearney explains Ricoeur’s use of three-fold mimesis as “a creative redescription of the world 

such that hidden patterns and hitherto unexplored meanings can unfold…. Narrative thus 

assumes the double role of mimesis-mythos to offer us a newly imagined way of being in the 

world.”4  

Having situated environmental hermeneutics in the hermeneutic tradition and outlined 

particular features of an environmental hermeneutics, chapter 4 addresses hermeneutics to 

                                                 
3 Paul Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, translated by Kathleen Blamey (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 
114. 
4 Richard Kearney, On Stories (London & New York: Routledge, 2002), 12. Italics original. This dissertation does 
not take up the question of imagination. But the role of imagination in the intentional move toward possible worlds 
is absolutely crucial. Ricoeur, Casey, and Kearney in particular in their work provide rich fields of insight into 
imagination. 
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environmental philosophy. Environmental hermeneutics can be understood as a subfield of 

environmental philosophy, but beyond that environmental hermeneutics is a way to approach 

environmental philosophy and its various concerns. In this chapter, I look especially at the 

debates over anthropocentrism and different forms of non-anthropocentrism. The heart of my 

argument is this binary either/or approach in the quest for a single center of reasoning for 

environmental ethics is fundamentally misguided. I argue instead for “polycentrism,” which 

refers to several legitimate “centers” between which hermeneutic arcs must be drawn to address 

difficult environmental issues that represent conflicts of interpretation. The 

polycentric/hermeneutical approach recognizes the surplus of meaning and layers of meaning as 

well as the conflict of interpretations that call for adjudication. So after reviewing key figures 

and arguments in the anthropocentrism/non-anthropocentrism debates, I outline a hermeneutical 

approach to the issue that accounts for the complexity of environmental and human concerns, 

which calls for dialogue and the application of phronesis to individual concrete environmental 

issues. 

The final two chapters shift the focus to environmental justice studies. Whereas the 

primary concerns of environmental ethics/philosophy and those of environmental justice are 

frequently seen as two different worlds, hermeneutics shows a more fundamental connection and 

kinship between the two. Environmental ethics/philosophy appears concerned mostly with the 

human relationship to the environment and human impact on the planet. Environmental justice is 

more concerned with the impact on other humans of environmental degradation. The 

hermeneutical/critical dialectical approach reveals that these two areas are less distinct than 

might be assumed.  

Chapter 5 provides an overview of what environmental justice is and its key features. 
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Environmental justice being about where we “live, work, and play,” is a rich realm of 

interpretation. Where we live, work, and play becomes a meaningful dwelling that has the four 

characteristics of interpretation described in chapter 1. In any environmental justice case, the 

environment in question is a locus of interpretation with a surplus of meaning over which there 

are conflicting interpretations to be adjudicated. Further, identities are at stake in environmental 

justice cases. Environmental identity, thoroughly explained from a hermeneutics of the self, is 

not only clearly present in environmental justice, but can provide compelling arguments for those 

seeking justice in environmental contexts. If there is such a thing as environmental identity, then 

how the actions of some affect someone’s environmental becomes a deeply relevant 

consideration. 

Narrative is also present in any environmental justice context as seen in the fundamental 

environmental justice rallying cry, “we speak for ourselves.” Allowing others to speak for 

themselves and tell their own stories is the act of a hermeneutically trained consciousness 

through which the alien becomes familiar and what was distant is brought near. Like 

environmental identity, the narratives of those in environmental justice cases are powerful 

paradigms in the pursuit of what is just. Narrative, I also argue, is key to understand the concept 

of environmental heritage as it is used in environmental justice. An environmental heritage 

speaks of what has been in order to understand what is present and how it may be that a people 

can narrate their future. In this way, Ricoeur’s use of three-fold mimesis in his narrative 

hermeneutics obtains in the struggle for environmental justice. 

The sixth and final chapter focuses exclusively on recognition justice. More literature on 

environmental justice is acknowledging the place of recognition and the arguments for its 

primacy over traditional arguments concerning distributive and compensatory justice. After 
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providing an overview and investigation into contemporary theorizing on recognition as well as 

the way recognition has been used in environmental justice, I turn to a critical hermeneutics for 

further understanding. What is recognition but a recognition of identities and narratives? 

Following Habermas, I argue that recognition justice is communicative. For recognition justice, 

communication is born out of the struggle for recognition. Communication must aim at mutual 

recognition or, hermeneutically, mutual understanding. For Ricoeur, the point of a struggle for 

recognition is ultimately a struggle aimed at obtaining peace. In Gadamerian terms, the struggle 

for recognition begins in a mutual understanding that has been disturbed, but which must be “re-

cognized” so that mutual understanding is achieved to arrive at a deep common accord and 

original belonging together. 

Hermeneutics matters for environments. Whether it is the interpretation of environments 

in which we dwell and our relationship to environments or it is the role of interpretation in the 

struggle for environmental justice, all environmental thinking and environmental action is 

“interpretive activity.” Environments have layers of hidden meaning and a surplus of meaning to 

be discovered and explored as well as conflicts of interpretation to be adjudicated. To exist is to 

dwell. To exist is to interpret where we dwell. This is the premise of all environmental 

hermeneutics to the end of having a world that can be shared and in which we dwell together.
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CHAPTER 2 

ENVIRONMENTAL HERMENEUTICS AND THE HERMENEUTIC TRADITION 

Introducing environmental hermeneutics as a particular subfield of hermeneutics would 

do well to answer the more general question of what environmental hermeneutics is in relation to 

the hermeneutic tradition. In addition to “what?” environmental hermeneutics is, one may also 

ask “why?” it is. Why have anything called “environmental hermeneutics” at all? What does it 

add to hermeneutics and the hermeneutical legacy? Does it have a place in the genealogy of 

hermeneutics? How is it different from other formulations of the practice of hermeneutics such 

that it is distinguished with its own name?  

In addition to Romantic (Schleiermacher)1, ontological (Heidegger)2, and philosophical 

hermeneutics (Gadamer)3, there is “radical hermeneutics” (Caputo),4 “diacritical hermeneutics” 

(Kearney),5 “weak hermeneutics” (Vattimo)6, “carnal hermeneutics,” (Kearney and Treanor)7, 

and Marxist hermeneutics (Jameson)8. Added to these few examples is now “environmental 

1 Friedrich Schleiermacher, Hermeneutics and Criticism, ed. Andrew Bowie (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1998). 
2 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie & Edward Robinson (New York: Harper & Row, 
1962). 
3 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall, (London and New 
York: Continuum, 2004 [1989]). 
4 John D. Caputo, Radical Hermeneutics: Repetition, Deconstruction, and the Hermeneutic Project (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1987) and Caputo, John D., More Radical Hermeneutics: On Not Knowing Who We Are 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2000). 
5 Richard M. Kearney, “What is Diacritical Hermeneutics?” Journal of Applied Hermeneutics, vol. 1 (2011). 
6 Gianni Vattimo, The End of Modernity: Nihilism and Hermeneutics in Postmodern Culture, trans. J. R. Snyder 
(Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1988). 
7 Richard Kearney and Brian Treanor, eds., Carnal Hermeneutics (New York: Fordham University Press, 2015). 
8 Frederick Jameson, Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham: Duke University Press, 
1991). 
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hermeneutics”9 as a distinct kind of hermeneutics. Alongside versions of hermeneutics, we may 

also speak of different approaches or methodologies of hermeneutics: suspicion, semantic, 

psychoanalytic, deconstructive, nihilistic, and critical. Further still, there are many other 

branches of philosophy that resemble hermeneutics. Gianni Vattimo wrote of a “generic sense” 

of hermeneutics that expands its borders beyond those thinkers usually associated with it, such as 

Gadamer and Ricoeur, to include others as diverse as Jürgen Habermas, Charles Taylor, and 

Jacques Derrida. Not that such a wide array of differing thinkers share a “common thesis,” but 

more of a “family resemblance” or “common atmosphere.”10 Vattimo does not elaborate on what 

this resemblance and atmosphere is specifically, but one may suspect that he is referring to an 

interpretive character that is found in a diverse group of thinkers. By “interpretive” Vattimo 

means the art of discerning numerous variables and attributes from which meaning and 

understanding is derived. This generic broadening and inclusiveness of hermeneutics led Vattimo 

to declare that, “the pervasiveness of hermeneutics seems to have come about at the expense of 

the dilution of its original philosophical meaning.”11 

Whether it is possible to resolve this conundrum lamented by Vattimo (and Vattimo 

recognizes it may not be possible), it is important to avoid broadening hermeneutics to the point 

that it becomes empty and vague – a catchy term where “interpretation” comes to mean only 

“subjective opinion.” Vattimo was right to say that “the freedom of interpretation is anything but 

arbitrary and brings with it risk and responsibility.”12 One may interpret falsely and there can be 

                                                 
9 Forrest Clingerman, Martin Drenthen, Brian Treanor, and David Utsler, eds., Interpreting Nature: The Emerging 
Field of Environmental Hermeneutics (New York: Fordham University Press, 2013). 
10 Gianni Vattimo, Beyond Interpretation: The Meaning of Hermeneutics for Philosophy, (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1997), p. 1. 
11 Ibid.  
12 Ibid., p. 2. 
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consequences. Vattimo was also right to point out that hermeneutics does not have a brand, is not 

a set method, and while preserving the heritage of any philosophical school of thought is valid, 

growth and development should not be precluded. 

So, what does anything that is called “hermeneutics,” or that can be described as 

“hermeneutical,” possess that distinguishes it as such? Paul Ricoeur writes: “Interpretation…is 

the work of thought which consists in deciphering the hidden meaning in the apparent meaning, 

in unfolding levels of meaning implied in literal meaning.” Moreover, “…there is interpretation 

wherever there is multiple meaning, and it is in interpretation that the plurality of meanings is 

made manifest.”13 There are two significant things here for hermeneutics. The first is that 

meaning is not given. Whatever an apparent or literal meaning might seem to be, there are 

always are additional meanings: always more to be said about something. The second is that 

meaning is plural and possesses multiple levels, or layers of meaning. For hermeneutics, 

meaning is never direct and unmediated. The Cartesian cogito, in its “immediate positing of the 

subject,” is secondary to “reflective meditation” through which understanding passes.14 Levels of 

meaning are hidden beneath the apparent meaning. Interpretation is the practice of discerning 

these meanings. 

Richard Kearney adds to this understanding of hermeneutics the idea of adjudication, 

Kearney writes that what all hermeneutic movements “share is a commitment to the task of 

adjudicating between different levels of meaning.”15 Notice, hermeneutics does not merely 

unfold different levels of meaning in Kearney’s formulation, but decides (as in adjudicates) 

                                                 
13 Paul Ricoeur, The Conflict of Interpretations, ed. Don Ihde  (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1974), p. 
13. 
14 Paul Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, Trans. by Kathleen Blamey, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1992), 
1. 
15 Kearney, “What is Diacritical Hermeneutics?” pp. 1-2.  
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between them. Hermeneutics, ultimately, is about both meaning and interpretation. Yet, 

hermeneutics is not about decoding or uncovering the meaning or a single way of understanding. 

Hermeneutics recognizes both the inherent polysemy (or multiplicity) of understanding and the 

inherent conflict of interpretations frequently present among multiple meanings (or supposed 

meanings). So, the task of hermeneutics is, as Kearney says, to adjudicate between the different 

and varying levels of meaning.  

Robert Mugeraurer notes that hermeneutics aims neither at finding the “one right 

interpretation” nor does it hold that any and all interpretations are possible just because there is 

not a singular right one. Rather, hermeneutics is about “finding the valid criteria for polysemy 

within the fluid varieties of possibilities.”16 Hermeneutics seeks to foster shared understandings 

amongst the great diversity of cultures, traditions, and difference.  

What then is environmental hermeneutics? The premise of the notion of a distinctly 

environmental hermeneutics in the following points: 1) The environment, broadly construed, is a 

locus for interpretation. Environments have or take on meaning for those who dwell in them. 2) 

Environments possess a variety of interpretations, that is, the surplus of meaning, polysemy, and 

levels of meaning inherent to environmentally related questions. 3) Interpretations of the 

environments often conflict. 4) Conflicting interpretations environments gives rise to the need to 

adjudicate and mediate among them. Environmental hermeneutics shares many of the traits as 

other versions of hermeneutics albeit geared toward the challenges of interpreting environments. 

Emancipating Hermeneutics from the Text 

Hermeneutics is typically associated with the interpretation of texts. When things other 

                                                 
16 Robert Mugeraurer, Interpreting Evironments: Tradition, Deconstruction, Hermeneutics (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1995), xxvii. 
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than texts (a work of art, for instance) are analyzed hermeneutically, they are considered as texts 

analogues. There are qualities of texts in these things that justify a hermeneutical approach to 

them. The “book of nature,” for example, is something that is read like a text. Although 

historically, hermeneutics arose from the practice of textual interpretation (in general) and 

biblical interpretation (in particular), hermeneutics has a much broader scope that aspires to 

account for what happens whenever we understand anything at all. In this section, I will explain 

how hermeneutics is not limited to the interpretation of texts. Anything that can be understood is 

open to interpretation. That is to say, something can be interpreted because it is a locus of 

meaning and understanding, is potentially polysemic, and contains conflicts of interpretation 

requiring adjudication. Hermeneutics must be emancipated from the presumption of the primacy 

of the text in the meaning of hermeneutics in order to broader its scope and to do justice to our 

experience of environments. Both texts and non-texts shares the quality of something that can be 

interpreted and understood.  

Richard Palmer made a similar point in 1969 when he wrote that “…hermeneutics 

achieves its most authentic dimensions when it moves away from being a conglomeration of 

devices and techniques for text explication and attempts to see the hermeneutical problem within 

a general account of interpretation itself.”17 Palmer argued that while hermeneutics is certainly 

about understanding texts, it is more fundamentally simply about the phenomenon of 

understanding itself. Interpreting, Palmer argued, is something we do each waking moment. We 

are constantly interpreting words, gestures, and every event with which we come into contact and 

encounter. “Interpretation is, then, perhaps the most basic act of human thinking; indeed, existing 

                                                 
17 Richard Palmer, Hermeneutics (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1969), p. 9. 
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itself may be said to be a constant process of interpretation.”18 

Hans-Georg Gadamer referred to hermeneutics as an art, or in the Greek, techne. 

Gadamer writes: “Hermeneutics is the practical art, that is, a techne, involved with such things as 

preaching, interpreting other languages, explaining and explicating texts, and, as the basis of all 

these, the art of understanding, an art particularly required any time the meaning of something is 

not clear and unambiguous.”19 Gadamer stated unequivocally that “understanding and 

interpretation are ultimately the same thing.”20 Hermeneutics, or interpretation, is “involved” 

with many different things, as Gadamer said; but the basis of all things with which hermeneutics 

is involved is about understanding those things. So, if one were to state that hermeneutics is 

about the interpretation/understanding of texts, one would be only partially correct. A more 

accurate statement would be that texts are one thing we seek to understand. More generally, 

hermeneutics is about the interpretation/understanding of__________ [fill in the blank]. Or as 

Gadamer said elsewhere, “The principle of hermeneutics simply means that we should try to 

understand everything that can be understood.”21   

Understanding and Language 

Language is fundamental and indispensable to understanding. When Gadamer said that 

we should try to understand everything that can be understood, he claimed that this was what he 

intended by his well-known quote from Truth and Method, “Being that can be understood is 

                                                 
18 Ibid., pp. 9-10. Italics mine. 
19 Hans-Georg Gadamer, The Gadamer Reader: A Bouquet of Later Writings, ed. Richard E. Palmer (Evanston: 
Northwestern University Press, 2007), 44. Italics mine. 
20 Gadamer, Truth and Method, p. 390. 
21 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Philosophical Hermeneutics, trans. and ed. by David E. Linge (Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1976), p. 31. 
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language.”22 Ricoeur concurs: “It is first of all and always in language that all ontic or 

ontological understanding arrives at its expression.”23 Jan Patočka said it this way: “Language is 

indeed the means that every more or less extensive analysis of reality has to use to fix and order 

its results.” 24Language is the articulation of the interpretation of experience. Whether I articulate 

to myself in my own mind or in conversation to another, this is strictly accomplished through 

language. Further, it should be pointed out that by “language,” it is not meant only shared 

language or even human language. In expanding on what he meant by “being that can be 

understood is language,” Gadamer went on to refer to “any language that things have.”25  

Language can be described as the medium for understanding, especially as it pertains to 

communication between beings. Gadamer, continuing his line of thought, wrote, “That which 

can be understood is language. This means that it is of such a nature that of itself it offers itself to 

be understood.”26 This phrase has immense implications for the realization of hermeneutics as 

about more than the interpretation of texts. In short, anything that is such that it offers itself to be 

understood, to be interpreted, is the subject of hermeneutics.  

Speaking of a verbal tradition, Gadamer notes that tradition is something that is “handed 

down” rather than is merely “leftover.” It is given and told. It may be given and told in numerous 

ways, in particular a direct retelling or in writing. It is the written tradition that possesses 

significance for Gadamer. He writes: “The detachability of language from speaking derives from 

                                                 
22 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 470. 
23 Ricoeur, The Conflict of Interpretations, 11. 
24 Jan Patočka, The Natural World as a Philosophical Problem, trans. by Erika Abrams and ed. By Ivan Chvatik and 
L’ubica Učnik (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, [1936] 2016), 112. 
25 Ricoeur, The Conflict of Interpretations, 11. 
26 Ibid. 
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the fact that it can be written.”27 There is a sense in which this is perfectly true, of course. 

Language and speaking are detachable, hence distinguishable, as is shown in that it can be 

written. But is it not just as true that something written can likewise be detached from language 

and verbally told? It is not so much that writing shows the detachability of language from speech 

as that the many modes of expression in which language can be given demonstrate the 

detachability of language from all its modes of expression. That a tradition, for example, can be 

written, does not imply that is must be written in order to be handed down. Even Gadamer, in the 

paragraph just above the preceding quotation, notes that writing is but one way a verbal tradition 

can be handed down. The point is that language may be expressed in verbal form, written form, 

or in some form of symbolism. These latter are among the many and varied possible modalities 

of language. Language itself is the universal medium of understanding. Hermeneutics, on this 

account, is about understanding and interpreting in language. 

Gadamer defines understanding as “assimilating what is said to the point that it becomes 

one’s own.”28 But what he went on to say is most illuminating: “Verbal interpretation is the form 

of all interpretation, even when what is to be interpreted is not linguistic in nature—i.e., is not a 

text but a statue or a musical composition. We must not let ourselves be confused by forms of 

interpretation that are not verbal but in fact presuppose language.”29 Gadamer’s wording here 

might be confusing. First, he says that the form of all interpretation is verbal, but then refers to 

“forms of interpretation that are not verbal.” Perhaps Gadamer’s sentence should read “forms of 

interpretation that are not linguistic but in fact presuppose language.” Then we can say that 

anything can be an object to be interpreted, but even those that are not linguistic presuppose 

                                                 
27 Ibid., 391. 
28 Ibid., 400. 
29 Ibid. Italics mine. 
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language, because every interpretation, every understanding, is ultimately mediated through 

language. Even when what is interpreted is linguistic, as in a text, the language of its 

interpretation is distinct language from the text that is interpreted:  

Text → Interpretation → Language that mediates interpretation 

So, the language that understands being in interpretation, the language through which a being 

offers itself to be understood, the language that mediates understanding, is distanced from the 

language of a text or verbal discourse that is being interpreted. Hence, the linguistic aspect of 

hermeneutical thinking is not bound to or synonymous with even the text that is the thing being 

interpreted.  

The historical roots of hermeneutics as text interpretation needs to be distinguished from 

what its historical trajectory reveals hermeneutics to be. As my co-editors and I wrote in the 

introduction to Interpreting Nature, philosophical hermeneutics “is an investigation that began 

with a narrow concern around understanding the authorial intent of written texts, and gradually 

moved toward the recognition of the inevitable interpretation of our historical, factical existence 

itself.”30 If the principle of hermeneutics, as Gadamer said, is to attempt to understand everything 

that can be understood then hermeneutics is certainly universal in nature. The role of language is 

to be that place where interpretation manifests itself. Language is where understanding fully 

comes to fruition. 

So, the place to begin an articulation of environmental hermeneutics is the understanding 

that hermeneutics itself must be detached, emancipated, if you will, from this idea that it is solely 

or primarily about the interpretation of texts. No “book of nature” is needed to justify or qualify 

                                                 
30 Brian Treanor, Martin Drenthen, David Utsler, and Forrest Clingerman, “Introduction: Environmental 
Hermeneutics,” in Interpreting Nature: The Emerging Field of Environmental Hermeneutics (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2013), p. 2. 
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an environment as something that can be interpreted. Our very factical existence is 

environmental insofar as “to be” is to be somewhere, to be environed. To restate the words from 

Palmer above, to exist is itself a constant process of interpretation. Existence as a constant 

process of interpretation happens from where we are—i.e. in our environment. 

Environmental Hermeneutics as Hermeneutics 

Having presented a vision of hermeneutics that grounds it in the experience of the world 

rather than being grounded in the interpretation of texts, I return to the question of whether 

environmental hermeneutics adds anything unique to the hermeneutical tradition. One simple 

answer is that if it is the case that hermeneutics tries to understand everything that can be 

understood then, of course, the environment is among “everything.” But is it interesting? Is the 

experience of interpretation of environments robust and meaningful? The different versions of 

hermeneutics mentioned before might be seen as simply hermeneutical thinking focused on a 

given area. So, if interpretation is, following Palmer, a basic act of human thinking and existence 

is a constant process of interpretation, then we can define environmental hermeneutics as the 

process of interpretation directed at our encounters with environments. Given we live in a time of 

unprecedented environmental crisis, environmental hermeneutics is a “situated hermeneutics,” 

bringing hermeneutical thinking to bear on a concrete, real-world problem. This is the relevance 

of environmental hermeneutics today. The “environment” of environmental hermeneutics is used 

here in a broad and general sense as anything that environs us in our experience (although this 

dissertation draws its attention toward primarily so-called natural environments). Certainly, 

environmental hermeneutics is concerned with the so-called “natural environment,” but one can 

also speak of social and cultural environments, urban environments, and many aspects of place 

and dwelling such as one’s home or region. Despite the kind of environment in question, each 
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shares these four criteria that I take to be characteristic of hermeneutical thinking: environments 

are a locus of interpretation, multiple valid meanings/interpretations are possible (polysemy), 

multiple interpretations can come into conflict, and these conflicts can be adjudicated to the end 

of mediating co-existence of varying valid interpretations and to critically determine 

interpretations that are invalid or undesirable. 

Environments as a Locus of Interpretation 

The focus in this section is not the complexity of issues, the fact that while dwelling in 

environments we think about them, or even how it is we are to apply the results of our thinking, 

that is, the ethical implications of interpretation. The prior point is that interpretation happens 

before we choose to deliberately do so. Moreover, it happens somewhere. As Mugerauer puts it, 

“[T]he environment stimulates imagination and critical analysis as we ponder our own and 

other’s daily routines, extraordinary experiences, and past and future ways of living—that is, 

alternative visions of the cosmos and orientations in the world.”31 He  goes on to say that there is 

a complexity of issues surrounding the way we think about environments, especially with regard 

to what environments mean, how those meanings are discovered, and then how we apply them. 

Before the environment can stimulate imagination or give rise to critical analysis, the interpreter 

must be placed in it. The place of interpretation and the interpreter in place is, one might say, a 

prior condition. Critical analysis and ethical conclusions all follow the event of interpretation. 

 “Locus” simply means “place.” A dictionary definition of locus refers specifically to a 

place where something is situated or where something occurs. To be situated is to be in one place 

and not another. Consequently, one thinks, perceives, understands from that place and not 

                                                 
31 Mugerauer, Interpreting Environments, xv – xvi. 
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another. In the language of mathematics, a locus is a place that is determined by a set of 

conditions. To be “in place” cannot be understood apart from all or many of the conditions that 

exist that place you there. Situatedness is more than simply being there. It is comprised of all the 

preconditions that “placed” you in the location in which you find yourself. So being in place is a 

set of numerous and varied relations. “Place” to be hermeneutically relevant must draw meaning 

from these relations. There is something to be understood by us about those things that comprise 

the world of our emplacement and, consequently, something which is to be understood about the 

self (a detailed, full discussion of self-understanding in relation to environments will be given in 

chapter 3 as “environmental identity”).  

One’s orientation to the world about oneself is determined by place. That which is up or 

down, right or left, Aristotle observed, do not “hold only in relation to us. To us they are not 

always the same but change with the direction in which we are turned: that is what the same 

thing may be both right and left, up and down, before and behind.”32 Where we are in place, and 

thus what we understand, is relevant to our relationship to our environment. This is not only the 

case spatially, but also culturally, socially, politically, and, ultimately, ethically. Places are not 

merely spaces, but imported into them are the varied and contingent factors that comprise our 

situations. A place—a locus—takes on meanings under the influence of the complex set of 

relations in which we find ourselves. This set of relations is also not static because we are not 

static. Always in motion, our orientation to the world is always influenced by the places we find 

ourselves in. 

Edward Casey notes that the body played an insignificant part in the discussion of space 

                                                 
32 Aristotle, Physics, 208b, 15 – 19, in The Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. Richard McKeon (New York: Random 
House, 1941). 
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in Western philosophy. Revisiting Aristotle’s Physics, Casey observed that among ancient 

philosophers it was only Aristotle who “at least recognized the importance of the human body in 

regard to place….”33 In more recent times other philosophers such as Heidegger and Bachelard 

have reflected on place in terms of space but, Casey observes, the role of the body has been 

mostly neglected. A significant exception in the phenomenological tradition (of which Casey is 

well aware and draws from) is Maurice Merleau-Ponty, most notably with his monumental work, 

Phenomenology of Perception.34 

But why is the body important in terms of the question of whether environments serve as 

a locus of interpretation? First, our experience of place is embodied. A place may occupy space, 

but the dwelling of beings in that space is embodied. We receive and process information about 

our environment through our corporeality. As Merleau-Ponty said, the body is not in space, it 

inhabits space: 

Insofar as I have a body and insofar as I act in the world through it, space and time are 
not for me a mere summation of juxtaposed points, and no more are they for that matter, 
an infinity of relations synthesized by my consciousness in which my body would be 
implicated. I am not in space and in time, nor do I think space and time; rather, I am of 
space and time; my body fits itself into them and embraces them. The scope of this hold 
measures the scope of my existence; however, it can never in any case be total. The space 
and time that I inhabit are always surrounded by indeterminate horizons and contain other 
points of view.35 
 

This space that one inhabits and experiences in the body becomes a “place” in the event of 

interpretation. Place is meaningful space. That is, space in which I, in my body, make sense of 

myself, my environment, and the complex set of relations (Merleau-Ponty’s “indeterminate 

                                                 
33 Edward S. Casey, Getting Back into Place: Toward a Renewed Understanding of the Place-World, 2nd Edition 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2009), 45. 
34 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. by Donald A. Landes (New York: Routledge, 
2012). 
35 Ibid., p. 141. 
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horizons”) that constitute my understanding of my world. Anything we might call an 

environment is a locus of interpretation—a space I inhabit and inevitably makes sense of and 

therein find meaning. 

To interpret environments (understand and find meaning within) requires that we listen to 

its language—i.e. recognize environments as partners in dialogue. An environment being a locus 

of interpretation means also that it is a place (meaningful space) from which one speaks or one 

hears. Richard Kearney recalls going to Paris in the late seventies to study with Paul Ricoeur. 

Kearney recounts that Ricoeur’s “first question he asked everyone in his seminar was: d’ où 

parlez-vous? Where do you speak from?”36 In this simple question place and language are joined 

together. One’s environment is the place from which one speaks or one may be open to the voice 

of the other, hearing the other from the place from which it speaks. Ricoeur’s question to his 

students may also be addressed to non-human others. It is in the body or among bodies that place 

and language is joined.  

So first, an environment is a locus of interpretation because, as Mugerauer said, 

environments stimulate our thinking about how we are in the world, how we orient ourselves, the 

way we think about how the world is and what we would like it to be. It is frankly impossible for 

any conscious being not to make some sense of their environment. (This raises the very 

interesting question that lies beyond the scope of this work of animal consciousness and, 

therefore, how animals interpret their environment. Further, is there some form of consciousness 

in plant life and is how a plant responds to its environment some kind of the act of interpreting?). 

Secondly, an environment is a locus of interpretation because we bring our experience of 

embodied emplacement to language. Consider the cry at the heart of the environmental justice 

                                                 
36 Richard Kearney, Anatheism: Returning to God After God (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010), p. xi. 
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movement: “we speak for ourselves.” It can be said that those who suffer environmental injustice 

or who may potentially be subject to environmental injustice wish to speak from their place. 

They wish to be understood. They interpret their environment and also interpret themselves in 

relation to their environment and how they dwell within it. Those who listen to their cry also 

interpret what is communicated (just as those who refuse to listen are also interpreting albeit 

ungenerously). Through communication we hope for mutual understanding and justice. We will 

return environmental justice issues in the chapter 5. 

Place and language are ultimately joined in the body. Building on Merleau-Ponty, Kristen 

Brown observes that “corporeity exists as a structure that mediates all structures.”37 The body 

itself exists, Brown says, as communication. Corporeity is not predicated of communication; 

rather communication is predicated of corporeity. Embodiment is the condition of 

communication/language. So, we orient ourselves to our environments bodily, spatially speaking, 

but also linguistically and communicatively. Extrapolating further from Brown’s thoughts, 

corporeity indicates not just human bodies, but all material things generally. My physical body 

exists in a physical world. It is not existing and falling through a vacuum or immateriality, but 

my feet are firmly planted on earth—or in a building. Environments are a locus of interpretation 

because material things share the space. The embodied experience results in interpretation—i.e. 

understanding; and being that can be understood is language. The body is both a spatial reality 

and a linguistic reality. 

Environments can be considered a locus for interpretation, in that they are places in 

which we find or attach meaning, our relationship to them results in self-understanding, and they 

                                                 
37 Kristen Brown, Nietzsche and Embodiment: Discerning Bodies and Non-dualism (Albany: State University of 
New York Press, 2006), 123. 
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are the places from which we speak. Once we recognize that environments are open to 

interpretation, it follows that there is never any single meaning in an environment, which is 

simply uncovered or decoded. Quite the contrary, environments can be interpreted in a wide 

variety of ways and because they possess multiple meaning. Hence, I turn this discussion to the 

second criteria or characteristic of what constitutes hermeneutics, polysemy. 

The Polysemy of Environments 

Ricoeur says that the characteristic of language is polysemy, which he defines as “the 

feature by which our words have more than one meaning when considered outside their use in a 

determinate context.”38 Words (all words) are not limited to a single meaning, univocally 

understood by everyone. To understand when another speaks (or writes) is to first have a 

familiarity with the words the speaker uses, but to also grasp the way in which the words are 

being used by the speaker. It is to understand not only the words themselves but the particular 

meaning of the many meanings possible that the speaker intends. The contemporary world of 

technological communication reveals the polysemy of language in a particularly strong way. 

Whether through email, instant messaging, or texting, words often get misconstrued, often to the 

extent of being the exact opposite of the meaning intended. Lacking other linguistic cues such as 

tone and body language, one may receive the words entirely contrary from the way they were 

meant. Even face-to-face communication sometimes leads to misunderstandings. Such is the fate 

of all language. 

Yet, it is only through language that we can understand and be understood. Linguistic 

discourse presupposes the speaker or writer who wishes to communicate something. Yet the 

                                                 
38 Paul Ricoeur, From Text to Action: Essays in Hermeneutics II, translated by Kathleen Blamey and John B. 
Thompson (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1991), p. 54. 
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result is often indeterminate. David Kaplan writes: “Polysemy is the source not only of 

misunderstanding and miscommunication, but also of the richness and fullness of language.”39 

As to misunderstanding, Gadamer objects to Schleiermacher’s claim that the definition of 

hermeneutics is “the art of avoiding misunderstanding.” While Gadamer acknowledges this truth 

in that hermeneutics is concerned with understanding everything that can be understood, 

hermeneutics is also about navigating through inevitable misunderstandings to a place mutual 

understanding. Misunderstanding is not to be avoided, but encountered head on. Gadamer says 

that it is “the case that every misunderstanding presupposes a ‘deep common accord.’”40 In other 

words, mutual understanding is presumed possible and is rooted in the universality of the 

hermeneutic experience; hence any misunderstanding can ultimately be overcome. Indeed, “there 

would be no hermeneutical task if there were no mutual understanding that has been disturbed 

and that those involved in a conversation must search for and find again together.”41 

With regard to the richness and fullness to which Kaplan referred, this is the particularly 

remarkable feature of the polysemy of language. If words have more than one meaning then 

words have the capacity to introduce new worlds and new understanding of the world about us. 

Hermeneutics is, therefore, not just about mutual understanding, but also enlarging and enriching 

our lives with new and deeper understandings. Gadamer expresses this as the “fusion of 

horizons,” which he defines the place where understanding occurs.42 One way to define horizon 

is the limit of understanding; another is the limit of possible meaning. For example, an individual 

unavoidably writes or speaks from her or his own horizon. One’s horizon delimits the scope of 

                                                 
39 David Kaplan, Ricoeur’s Critical Theory (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2003), 11. 
40 Gadamer, Philosophical Hermeneutics, 11. 
41 Ibid., 25. 
42 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 305. 
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one’s understanding. Yet, what one writes or speaks is not limited to the horizon of that person 

precisely because of the polysemic quality of language. Ricoeur referred to this throughout his 

work as the distanciation of the text from the author whereby the possible meanings of a text are 

not limited to the subjectivity of the author. One also receives language, and can understand it, to 

the point of one’s own horizon. The fusion of horizons is achieved when mutual understanding 

takes place, thereby also enlarging one’s horizon beyond its previous limits. 

While it was demonstrated above that environments can be a locus of interpretation, it 

does not necessarily follow that environments are likewise characterized by polysemy. Can an 

environment have multiple meanings in this hermeneutic sense? One answer to this question is 

that if being that can be understood is language and the interpretation of an environment is 

articulated through language, then environments are understood (and misunderstood) thanks to 

the polysemy of language. But what does the “polysemy of environments” actually mean? What 

is it to say that an environment can have more than one meaning?  

Environments are experienced. They are encountered. Experience alone is instructive that 

there is no such thing as an environment that is an object with a static, single fixed meaning that 

is encountered by a subject who then discovers or comprehends that meaning. Quite the contrary, 

lived experience with environments of any kind reveals multiple ways they can have different 

meanings. Kenneth Liberman wrote, “In brief, there is no unmediated encounter with nature.”43 

While Liberman here was addressing the mistaken notion that there exists a pure “nature” that 

can be comprehended, the idea that no encounter with either nature or the more extended idea of 

“environment” I am working with the point is the same: one’s experience of one’s environment 

                                                 
43 Kenneth Liberman, “An Inquiry into the Intercorporeal Relations Between Humans and the Earth,” in Suzanne L. 
Cataldi and William S. Hamrick, eds., Merleau-Ponty and Environmental Philosophy: Dwelling on the Landscapes 
of Thought, (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2007), p. 38. 
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is always constituted by a number of conditions so the same environment may yield as many 

possible meanings as there are individuals who experience them. 

For example, two individuals growing up in the same town my eventually interpret the 

town very differently. One may have fond memories while the other is glad to have finally left 

and to have begun a new life elsewhere. I recounted in Interpreting Nature my experience of my 

grandparents’ farm as a child and the meaning it had for me. No doubt, however, that the farm 

had other meanings beyond my understanding and experience for my grandparents and others. 

Many such meanings are readily understandable and, more importantly, do not exclude one 

another, but can co-exist. A single environment can be simultaneously understood as resource, a 

place of calm reflection, an oasis for life, or any other number of imaginable things. Polysemy, it 

would seem, is not just a quality of language, but is an ontologically constituted quality of 

environments as revealed by how environments are experienced and understood. To refer back to 

the Ricoeur quotation on page 11 above, interpretation exists where ever multiple meaning can 

be found and the plurality of such meanings manifest.  

Environmental hermeneutics can rightly be understood as part of the hermeneutic 

tradition in that environments are a locus of interpretation and, as such, can have multiple 

understood meanings. But where different and multiple interpretations in environments exist, is it 

always the case that those meanings can co-exist peacefully? 

Conflicting Interpretations 

A consequence of the polysemic character of environments is that interpretations 

inevitably come into conflict. This is, of course, a consequence of polysemy generally. If words 

have multiple meanings, it is simple to grasp how interpretations can vary. If interpretations 

vary, then the potential for conflicts among them seems unavoidable. Likewise, various 
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interpretations of environments (which are articulated in language), will result in conflicting 

environmental interpretations. In what ways do these interpretations conflict? Do all conflicting 

interpretations represent an impasse? 

There are two characterizations of conflicting of interpretations that I present here, 

especially as environmental interpretations. 1) Interpretations have different agendas. Even if 

each agenda is valid or worthwhile, the different directions of varying environmental 

interpretations can pose a conflict in terms of action. The question here is whether these 

interpretations can co-exist, that is, if multiple agendas based on interpretations can be pursued 

without detriment to the others.  It is frequently the case that among varying interpretations of 

environments that one or some effectively rule out one or others. Even assuming the validity or 

“rightness” of varying interpretations, some are chosen at the expense of others. 2) There are 

cases in which among varying conflicting interpretations there are those that the pursuit of not 

only rules out the pursuit of others, but where both or all cannot be valid. As was stated above, 

the fact that there can be any valid interpretations does not mean that all interpretations are either 

equally valid or even valid at all. Hermeneutics (in this case environmental hermeneutics) 

concerns finding valid criteria for multiple interpretations amongst an ever evolving set of 

possibilities.  

The basic conflict of interpretations is that an environment calling for an interpretation or 

presenting itself to be understood already has multiple possibilities. Further, these multiple 

possible interpretations are comprehended by multiple interpreters, each with their own 

prejudices, agendas, and perspectives. Whether it is urban planning and development, landscape 

restoration, forests, oceans, or any kind of environment, each is understood differently by 

different actors. A forest for some could be a haven of peace within which to hike and explore. 
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To another, it is a resource for material. The conflict of interpretations is built in to the polysemy 

of environments. At this point of the discussion it is not a question of conflicting interpretations 

requiring critical analysis exposing invalid possibilities of meaning. Here we assume varying 

interpretations across a wide variety of valid meanings where to act on one excludes others. 

Consider, for instance, a vast space of suburban land and how it might be developed. One may 

say that here we do not have interpretation, but simply the profit motive. Even so, those for 

whom the meaning of the land is its wealth generating potential are going to consider ways in 

which how what they envision will evoke interest of those from whom they seek to profit. In the 

adjoining city to where I currently reside, it is often advertised as “a great place to raise a family” 

or a growing area providing opportunity for business and growth. One neighborhood in my own 

hometown was built to evoke the image of the medieval village where a community lived its day 

to day life with house of worship at its center towering above all other structures. All of the 

buildings are some form of cobblestone as are the streets. Ironically, the steeple that towers 

above the “village” houses only the public restrooms. What surrounds it are mostly 

condominiums, a handful of restaurants, and a parking garage within which one will also find 

several individual offices for various professions such as lawyers, therapists, and others. While 

there are many ways in which one can imagine the development of land beyond the city, not all 

of them can be executed; at least not without modification or alteration of how various meanings 

are conceived.  

The second characterization of the conflict of interpretations is when particular 

interpretations fall outside the “fluid variety of possibilities,” as Mugeraurer puts it, by which he 

means arguably justifiable possibilities. In terms of an environmental hermeneutics, these 

interpretations would be deemed as detrimental to the environment or living beings that dwell 
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within them such that it is revealed to be unjustified. For example, Félix Guattari argues that 

threats to the planet are the direct consequence of certain capitalist ideologies.44 Adrian Parr has 

written forcefully of the problem of environmental degradation due to neoliberal capitalism and 

the corporate “hijacking” of sustainability.45 Critical Theory, from its beginning in The Frankfurt 

School forward, has dealt vastly with particular paradigms that pursue the “domination of 

nature” and ecological disaster. Ecofeminism addresses patriarchal and dualist paradigms that are 

directly responsible for threats to the planet and those living on it.46 

What these and other such examples share in common is that each is a critique of various 

interpretations or understandings that affect how we approach environmentally related issues. 

These interpretations may be characterized by a “false consciousness” or one form or another of 

an ethical shortcoming that render them morally suspect. These interpretations are not included 

in the fluid variety of possibilities. The argument would be that in the conflict of interpretations, 

these interpretations are not a matter of the kind of dialogue that would recognize them as viable 

or just and, therefore, worthy of consideration. But whether we are speaking of the conflict of 

interpretations that are worthy of consideration or those that are not, the process of drawing that 

conclusion is that of adjudication. 

Adjudicating Conflicting Interpretations 

Returning to the thoughts of Richard Kearney cited at the beginning of this chapter, 

                                                 
44 Félix Guattari, The Three Ecologies, trans. by Ian Pindar and Paul Sutton (London and New York: Continuum 
Press, [1989] 2008). 
45 Adrian Parr, The Wrath of Capital, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2013) and Hijacking Sustainability 
(Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2009). 
46 See especially Val Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature (New York: Routledge Press, 1993) and 
Environmental Culture: The Ecological Crisis of Reason (New York: Routledge Press, 2002). Also see Noël 
Sturgeon, Ecofeminist Natures: Race, Gender, Feminist Theory, and Political Action (New York: Routledge Press, 
1997) and Karen J. Warren, Ecofeminist Philosophy: A Western Perspective on What it is and Why it Matters (New 
York: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 2000). 
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adjudication is a common thread running through all the various hermeneutic movements. 

Hermeneutics recognizes that the work of interpretation is to uncover various levels of meaning. 

Hermeneutics recognizes the surplus of meaning in language and life and, therefore, the conflict 

of interpretations that are likewise inevitable. But hermeneutics does not stop with only 

uncovering the many levels of meaning. Hermeneutics must further adjudicate between 

interpretations. The critical function of hermeneutics become apparent here. Ricoeur argued that 

the opposition between a hermeneutics of tradition and the critique of ideology need not be seen 

as an opposition. To be sure, neither should hermeneutics and critique be conflated. For Ricoeur, 

understanding comes out of tradition, but that tradition is not immune to critique. In this line of 

thinking, Ricoeur proposed a critical hermeneutics. Ricoeur refers to the humble “gesture of 

hermeneutics” that acknowledges “the historical conditions to which all human understanding is 

subsumed in the reign of finitude,” but that the “proud gesture” of critique to defy “distortions of 

human communication” is itself part of the hermeneutical process.47 

Kearney’s explication of diacritical hermeneutics takes the critical function of 

hermeneutics into more detail. Kearney argues that diacritical hermeneutics not only inquires 

into the “conditions for the possibility of meaning” but seeks the “critical exposure” of power for 

the sake of “liberation and justice.” 48 Kearney also speaks of the function of discernment in 

hermeneutics between claims to meaning that are competing. Discernment aims at identifying 

criteria. Kearney then turns to the notion of a diagnostic function of diacritical hermeneutics, 

wherein hermeneutics becomes the “art of discriminating between health and disease.”49 

Hermeneutics aims at discerning interpretations that are “healthy” versus those that are a disease. 

                                                 
47 See Ricoeur’s essay “Hermeneutics and the Critique of Ideology” in From Text to Action, pp. 270 -307. 
48 See Kearney, “What is Diacritical Hermeneutics?” p. 1-4. 
49 Ibid., 3. 
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If the critical and diagnostic functions of hermeneutics ever suited any understanding of 

hermeneutics at all, in this day and age it would have to be environmental hermeneutics! 

Contemporary issues of climate change, pollution, over-consumption, environmental justice, and 

the several and sundry environmental issues that we face cry out for the adjudicating function of 

environmental hermeneutics. Environmental hermeneutics then is not only about interpreting 

environments, recognizing the surplus of meaning and polysemy inherent to environmental 

interpretations, but also is about adjudicating amongst the competing claims that have a bearing 

on the health of environments. 

Finally, speaking of legal hermeneutics, Jürgen Habermas provides some insight relevant 

to the adjudicating function of environmental hermeneutics. Habermas writes: “When a theory of 

justice takes a directly normative approach and attempts to justify the principles of a well-

ordered society by operating beyond existing institutions and traditions, it faces the problem of 

how its abstract idea of justice can be brought into contact with reality.”50 In terms of 

environmentally relevant interpretations, making such interpretations workable and just seems to 

be the task at hand. This is strikingly apparent insofar as holding to particular meanings to 

environments has ramifications that are legal and ethical, frequently on a global scale in today’s 

world. We do not only need good, sound interpretations of environments…they have to work and 

be practicable! Habermas goes on to point out that “legal hermeneutics has the merit of having 

revived the Aristotelian insight that no rule is able to regular its own application.”51 Likewise, 

environmental interpretations that yield policy or direction in environmental praxis do not dictate 

or reveal how they should be applied. This is further the work of adjudication. Environmental 

                                                 
50 Jürgen Habermas, Between Facts and Norms: Contributions to a Discourse Theory of Law and Democracy, trans. 
by William Rehg (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1996) 197 – 198. 
51 Ibid., 199. 
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imagination may provide a vision of the world we hope to create, but how it is done, who is 

affected, what is the cost, and how to proceed must also submit itself to the task of 

understanding. 

Conclusion 

Is there a place for environmental hermeneutics in the long hermeneutic tradition? It 

seems evident that this is the case. Don Ihde contends that the long history of hermeneutics 

experiences “expansion” in each age and the challenges that come.52 Gadamer adamantly 

contended that real and concrete factors of existence are within the scope of hermeneutics. The 

global and monumental environmental challenges posed to humanity and the world today 

certainly suggests that a contemporary expansion of hermeneutics in the direction of an 

environmental hermeneutics would be welcome – even important. While the scope of an 

environmental hermeneutics encompasses a good deal more than environmental problems and 

challenges, that particular aspect is timely today.

                                                 
52 Don Ihde, Expanding Hermeneutics: Visualism in Science, (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1998). 
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CHAPTER 3 

ENVIRONMENTAL HERMENEUTICS: IDENTITY, NARRATIVE, AND ETHICS 

Environmental hermeneutics is an emerging field. In recent years that a number of 

scholars have come together in dialogue to explore the possibilities of hermeneutical thinking 

with regard to environmental issues. But hermeneutics and the environment have been thought 

together in more individual cases here and there for some time. Two contributions that were 

explicitly intended as “environmental hermeneutics” appeared in 1995 with Robert Mugerauer’s 

Interpreting Environments1 and the article “Critical Environmental Hermeneutics” by John van 

Buren.2 In addition, two earlier articles that addressed hermeneutics to environmental thinking 

are “Ecological Hermeneutics” by David R. Keller (1998)3 and “An Invitation to Dialogue: 

Gadamer, Hermeneutic Phenomenology, and Critical Environmental Education” by Ali Sammel 

(2003).4 Other notable contributions to environmental hermeneutics include articles from 

Murugesh Arunchalam,5 Francis Van den Noortgaete and Johan De Tavernier,6 Irina  

1 Robert Mugeraurer, Interpreting Environments: Tradition, Deconstruction, Hermeneutics (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1995). 
2 John van Buren, “Critical Environmental Hermeneutics” in Environmental Ethics 17:3 (1995), 259 – 275. 
3 David R. Keller, “Ecological Hermeneutics.” Paper presented at the Twentieth World Congress of Philosophy, 
Boston, MA, August, 1998.  
4 Ali Sammel, “An Invitation to Dialogue: Gadamer, Hermeneutic Phenomenology, and Critical Environmental 
Education,” Canadian Journal of Environmental Education 8 (2003): 155 – 168. 
5 Murugesh Arunachalam, “A Philosophical Hermeneutics Approach for Understanding Community Dialogue on 
Environmental Problems: A Case Study of Lake Taupo.” Paper presented at The 5th Annual European Conference 
on Research Methodology for Business and Management Studies, Dublin, Ireland, 2006. Retrieved July 1, 2018, at 
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.543.4063&rep=rep1&type=pdf.  
6 Francis Van den Noortgaete and Johan De Tavernier, “Affected by Nature: A Hermeneutical Transformation of 
Environmental Ethics,” Zygon: Journal of Religion and Science, vol. 49, no. 3 (2014), 572 – 592. 
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Boldonova,7 and Martin Drenthen.8 

One need only peruse the programs from the annual conferences of The International 

Association for Environmental Philosophy (IAEP) since at least 1999 to see explicitly 

hermeneutical approaches to environmental philosophy and environmental issues. In 2018, the 

journal of the IAEP, Environmental Philosophy, published a special edition in memory of 

W.S.K. “Scott” Cameron (a founding scholar in environmental hermeneutics) referred to as 

“Special Issue: Environmental Hermeneutics.”9 So it seems that environmental hermeneutics is 

coming into its own as a distinct field. That said, what exactly are the constitutive elements of 

environmental hermeneutics? I will examine three elements that relate hermeneutics to 

environments: identity, narratives, and ethics. 

Hermeneutics and Self-Interpretation 

I begin my description and exploration of environmental hermeneutics with self-

understanding that results from the hermeneutical work. This will open the way for an 

elaboration on what I take as a starting point for environmental hermeneutics—environmental 

identity. Quite simply, it is a principle of hermeneutics that all interpretation involves an 

interpretation of the self. If all hermeneutics involves a hermeneutics of the self, then 

environmental hermeneutics likewise involves an environmental self. The interpretation of the 

other and others is simultaneously a path of self-understanding, so when that other and others are 

                                                 
7 Irina Boldonova, “Environmental Hermeneutics: Ethnic and Ecological Traditions in Aesthetic Dialogue with 
Nature,” Journal of Landscape Ecology, vol. 9, no. 1 (2016), 22 – 35.  
8 Martin Drenthen, “Environmental Hermeneutics and the Meaning of Nature,” in Gardiner, Stephen M. and Allen 
Thompson, eds., The Oxford Handbook of Environmental Ethics, New York: Oxford University Press, (2016), 162- 
173. 
9 Environmental Philosophy, “Special Issue: Environmental Hermeneutics: In Memory of W.S.K. “Scott” 
Cameron,” guest editor, Brian Treanor, 15:1 (2018). 
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environmental the self-understanding that results is a self-understanding environmentally 

construed. I am using the term “environmental identity” to encompass the scope of this 

environmental hermeneutics of the self. The inquiry into environmental identity—an 

environmental hermeneutics of the self—must begin with the general relation between 

hermeneutics and self-understanding. My primary inquiry will be through the work the Paul 

Ricoeur and Hans-Georg Gadamer.  

Ricoeur claims without equivocation that any and all “hermeneutics is…explicitly or 

implicitly, self-understanding by means of understanding others.”10 He arrives at this conclusion 

based on the claim that the goal of hermeneutics is to overcome distance. With regard to a text, 

there is a distance between the historical epoch to which a text belongs and the present in which 

the exegete (the interpreter) dwells. The text in this sense is foreign to the interpreter, but the 

interpreter can comprehend its meaning in the present, thereby appropriating it such that it 

impacts how the interpreter understands herself. Any present comprehension of the text is going 

to be arrived at through the modes of comprehension present in the time of the interpreter. 

Interpretation closes the distance between the time of the text and the time of the interpreter, 

which also results in a new understanding of the self in light of the transformative event of 

closing distance. 

Here I would like to interject what Ricoeur says about meaning in general. This will 

provide clarity with regard to the hermeneutical project and lend itself to the previous argument 

that hermeneutics is not bound to the text. Ricoeur notes that Aristotle’s understanding of 

hermēneia is not limited but encompasses “every meaningful discourse.”11 Although this section 

                                                 
10 Paul Ricoeur, The Conflict of Interpretations, ed. Don Ihde  (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1974), 17. 
11 Ibid., 4. 
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of The Conflict of Interpretations addresses hermeneutics in terms of the traditional model of the 

text, Ricoeur explicitly speaks of a more “general hermeneutics” that involves the 

comprehension of meaning and its articulation in language. Regarding the relationship between 

interpretation and comprehension he writes: “Such is the first and most primordial relation 

between the concept of interpretation and that of comprehension; it relates the technical 

problems of textual exegesis to the more general problem of meaning and language.”12 As I 

argued in the chapter 2, hermeneutics is concerned with meaningful experience, articulated in 

language. The text is but one mode of language; or as Ricoeur has described the text as any 

discourse “fixed by writing.” The entire trajectory of interpretation is as follows: 1) the 

historicity of human experience, which comes to language; 2) language is actualized in 

discourse; 3) discourse is realized as event, but understood as meaning (i.e. a meaningful event, 

an event that possesses meaning) and it is the enduring meaning of the event that we seek. A text 

is a form of discourse. Here we can understand hermeneutics to be about the understanding and 

comprehension of meaningful existence rather than supposing the text is the primary object of 

hermeneutical reflection. 

If the that is the case, then what Ricoeur says about overcoming distance as a property of 

textual exegesis is found to be more generally true in existing itself. Here Richard Palmer’s 

words noted in the first chapter about interpretation being the most basic act of human existence 

come to mind. Indeed, language must be referred to existence, Ricoeur says, but at the level of 

reflection. Reflection forms the link between language and self-understanding. He writes: 

In proposing to relate symbolic language to self-understanding, I think I fulfill the 
deepest wish of hermeneutics. The purpose of all interpretation is to conquer remoteness, 
a distance between the past cultural epoch to which the text belongs and the interpreter 
himself: foreign, he makes it familiar, that is he makes it his own. It is thus the growth of 

                                                 
12 Ibid.; emphasis added. 
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his own understanding of himself that he pursues through his understanding of the other. 
Every hermeneutics is thus, explicitly or implicitly, self-understanding by means of 
understanding others.13 
 

This first element of overcoming distance can also be expressed in Gadamerian terms as a return 

to the deep common accord that is presumed by discourse; to assimilate that which is articulated 

until it is one’s own rather than foreign and unfamiliar. It should be clear, however, that this 

assimilation and closing of distance does not produce an immediacy of knowledge to the 

interpreter of that which was distant. Gadamer noted: “Hermeneutic work is based on a polarity 

of familiarity and strangeness,” that tension wherein “the play between the traditionary text’s 

strangeness and familiarity to us, between being a historically intended, distanced object and 

belonging to a tradition. The true locus of hermeneutics is in this in-between.” Gadamer 

continues: “Given the intermediate position in which hermeneutics operates, it follows that its 

work is not to develop a procedure for understanding, but to clarify the conditions in which 

understanding takes place.”14 Hermeneutical appropriation (or assimilation) does not close 

historical distance as if the interpreter was now somehow in the past and understands just as if 

she has traversed the distance in time back to the time and place of the text, event, etc. and lives 

in that epoch.  

Distanciation and appropriation are not synthetically dissolved but are, as Ricoeur says, 

“dialectically linked” to one another. “Distanciation is not abolished by appropriation but is 

rather the counterpart of it” and “appropriation no longer has any trace of the affective affinity 

with the intention of the author…it is understanding in and through distance.”15 To be clear, this 

                                                 
13 Ricoeur, The Conflict of Interpretations, 16 – 17. 
14 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method. Second, Revised Edition. Trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. 
Marshall (London and New York: Continuum, 2004 [1989]), 295. Emphasis original. 
15 Ricoeur, From Text to Action, p. 87. 
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hermeneutical dialectic of distanciation and appropriation is not limited to the text. Whether 

encountering a text, an event, an environment, or anything in the course of existence is not to 

uncover or decode a singular meaning (or an original intention), but those multiple meanings that 

unfold not just in a work but also “in front of the work” when understood. In other words, we 

understand not only the object of interpretation but also its relations to its surroundings.  

In addition, the interpretation of texts is not bound to the intentions of the author. Ricoeur 

says explicitly that writing “renders the text autonomous with respect to the intention of the 

author.”16 A reader does not have access into the mind of the author, seeking privileged access to 

the original intent. Due to the polysemic quality of language and its “surplus of meaning,” the 

meaning of the text can go beyond whatever meaning the author intended, contain numerous 

different destinies, reach innumerable readers, and, therefore, in the words of Ricoeur, the “world 

of the text may explode the world of the author.”17 Hence, if hermeneutics – the work of 

interpretation – does not require an authorial intent, then the same principles of interpretation can 

apply equally to anything that can be interpreted, that is, bear meaning in an encounter. If I am 

engaging in interpreting an environment, a place, for example, I am not necessarily looking for a 

hidden meaning inscribed into it. I may learn things about it, seek to know things about its origin, 

but ultimately my understanding lies in the in-between—in between myself and the environment 

or place I am interpreting. This is what David E. Linge referred to as the “breaches of 

intersubjectivity” where “we encounter meanings that aren’t immediately apparent but require 

interpretive effort.”18  

                                                 
16 Ibid., 83. 
17 Ibid. 
18 David E. Linge, “Editor’s Introduction,” in Hans-Georg Gadamer, Philosophical Hermeneutics, trans. and ed. 
David E. Linge (Berkely: University of California Press, 1976), xii. 
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What I am getting at is illustrated by an encounter I had while presenting at a conference 

where I was discussing hermeneutics with regard to the environment. In the Q&A I was asked 

how I could speak of interpreting nature when nature does not have an author like a text. The 

question presumed that the task of interpretation is to understand meaning inscribed by an 

author. I attempted to explain (although non-convincingly in that instance) that even with a text, 

interpretation is not a matter of understanding an author’s intent. That the text is there because it 

was authored is beside the point. The text takes on an autonomy from the author and it is in the 

scope of that autonomy that the interpreter works. Hence, the author is essentially removed from 

the picture in the work of interpretation. That there is not an author of an environment is non-

consequential and it is an inescapable fact that when one enters a particular environment, one’s 

engagement with it becomes a matter of interpretation.  

Yet, we can still speak of something like an author with regard to many things that are 

not texts. Consider a work of art such as a painting or a sculpture, or an architectural structure 

such as a large building. The artist or architect may very well have been seeking to “say” 

something or articulate some truth in the work. We may even be able to know what that was 

through historical accounts or if the artist/architect is alive by having a direct conversation with 

them about the work. Even still, once the work is distanced from the artist/architect, just like a 

text it takes on a certain autonomy whereby the possible meanings in the work’s relation to other 

beings can indeed “explode” the world of the artist or architect. It is here where hermeneutics 

operates. The next step then is the self-understanding that follows being exposed to the world of 

the text (or anything) that unfolds in front of it. 

The consequence of understanding the other (whether the other is a text, another person, 

an event, an environment, or anything other than oneself) is to grow in one’s self-understanding. 
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As such the other is always a source of self-knowledge, identity, and the growth and change of 

one’s self concept. Ricoeur says that this takes place “in front of the work,” where we drop “the 

pretension of the subject to know itself by immediate intuition, it must be said that we 

understand ourselves only by the long detour of the signs of humanity deposited in cultural 

works. What would we know of love and hate, of moral feelings, and, in general of all that we 

call the self if these had not been brought to language and articulated by literature?”19 Ricoeur is 

saying that the self knows itself in the world in which it dwells, not apart from it and not in a 

direct way. Self-knowledge, like all knowledge, is situated knowledge. Self-understanding does 

not occur from nowhere. This is, in part, what Ricoeur means when he says that we discover 

ourselves in front of the work. From exposing ourselves to the text, we receive “an enlarged self, 

which would be the proposed existence corresponding in the most suitable way to the world 

proposed…. In this respect, it would be more correct to say that the self is constituted by the 

‘matter’ of the text.”20 He goes on to describe how in reading we lose ourselves and experience 

numerous “imaginative variations” of ourselves. Whether the world of the text or anything in our 

world, we are changed in some way through the experience. 

Gadamer likewise recognizes this hermeneutical truth that all understanding is 

simultaneously self-understanding: 

When [a text] does begin to speak, however, it does not simply speak its word, always the 
same, in lifeless rigidity, but gives ever new answers to the person who questions it and 
poses ever new questions to him who answers it. To understand a text is to come to 
understand oneself in a kind of dialogue. This contention is confirmed by the fact that the 
concrete dealing with a text yields understanding only when what is said in the text 
begins to find expression in the interpreter’s own language. Interpretation belongs to the 
essential unity of understanding. One must take up into himself what is said to him in 
such fashion that it speaks and finds an answer in the world of his own language.21 

                                                 
19 Ricoeur, From Text to Action, 87. Emphasis original. 
20 Ibid., 88. Emphasis original.  
21 Gadamer, Philosophical Hermeneutics, 57. 
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Gadamer’s assertion that the text does not always speak the same thing in “lifeless 

rigidity,” testifies essentially what Ricoeur has said with regard to the autonomy that the text 

takes on from its author. The text does not offer a repetition of an original intent. Rather, it is 

ever raising new questions, ideas, imaginations, and worlds to the interpreter who encounters it. 

The interpreter then must learn to express these in her own language, which makes the process a 

dialogue between the text and the interpreter. I would add it also creates an inner dialogue in the 

interpreter between who she is and who she is becoming as a result of the encounter with the 

text. Gadamer says this is paradoxical understanding as it comes by hearing oneself called into 

dialogue by the text. “The genuine reality of the hermeneutical process seems to me to 

encompass the self-understanding of the interpreter as well as what is interpreted.”22 

Environmental Identity 

All interpretation, all interpretive action, simultaneously or consequently is self-

understanding. Very particularly, the interpretation of the self comes through the interpretation of 

what is other. My proposition is simple. If all hermeneutics is, in any aspect, a hermeneutics of 

the self, then all environmental hermeneutics is, in any aspect, an environmental hermeneutics of 

the self. The environmental hermeneutics of the self will be referred to as “environmental 

identity.” An environmental identity is realized through the other of environments as one 

understands (interprets) them. A touchstone of environmental hermeneutics in my approach is 

environmental identity for those reasons. How we interpret ourselves, individually and even 

collectively, in relation to what environs us will determine how we think and act within it. 

First, what is so important about identity generally and environmental identity in 

                                                 
22 Ibid., 58. 
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particular? Socrates stated in the Phaedrus that he could not bother himself with “extraneous” 

issues so long as he fell short of the Delphic inscription “know myself” (Phaedrus 230). From the 

very beginning of philosophy and before, the knowledge of self has been a fundamental question 

of philosophical reflection. To make sense of things we have to makes sense of ourselves. Yet, as 

will be argued in more detail, making sense of ourselves is consequential to seeking to make 

sense of things. 

David Wood speaks of the connection between identity and “horizons of continuity.” He 

says: “For each of us to be ourselves, we need to be able to project possibilities, to recall the past 

and to be able to continue to act and make sense of our relation to the world. When any one of 

these dimensions is weakened, so too is our capacity for selfhood.”23 Wood links the capacity for 

selfhood directly to our relation to the world and how we live in it over time. He refers to identity 

as “a kind of symbiotic relationship with where one dwells” and notes that “self-identity is 

constituted rather than given and our capacity to construct it depends on all sorts of openness to 

and being sustained by ‘horizons of continuity’—in which material conditions and existential 

and hermeneutic functions coincide.”24 Who we are, who we become, and how we recognize 

ourselves of the course of a life is a complex construction of many interrelated things. Identity is, 

as Wood noted, not given but constituted by numerous factors.  

In Ricoeurian language, what Wood is speaking of would be described as a series of 

detours through which one comes to know oneself indirectly—that is, mediated through one’s 

world rather than immediately and subjectively introspective. Although the question of selfhood 

and identity is a thread that ran through Ricoeur’s work throughout his entire career, his most 

                                                 
23 David Wood, The Step Back: Ethics and Politics after Deconstruction (Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 2005), 14. Emphasis added. 
24 Ibid., 15. 
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focused and exhaustive study is his Oneself as Another.25 In what follows, I will revisit some of 

these key points as a starting point for further reflection. 

First, I wish to provide a general and working definition of environmental identity. Under 

the rubric of environmental hermeneutics, environmental identity refers to the constitution and 

apprehension of the self in relation to environments. “Environment” for the purposes of 

environmental identity can refer to anything that “environs” the individual. An environmental 

identity can come from one’s relationship to so-called non-human or other-than-human nature. It 

can equally derive from one’s home environment. For instance, how one decorates and furnishes 

a home or even a room can be an environment in one’s environmental identity to the extent that 

it is related in any way to how one understands one’s self or is an expression of the self. In 

whatever way one forms one’s self-concept or understands oneself in and through any kind of 

environment is an environmental identity. Identity is multi-faceted. We speak of a family 

identities, national identities, or ethnic identities. Environmental identity is just one other aspect 

of identity relative to environments. 

Susan Clayton observes: “To constitute an important aspect of identity, the natural 

environment must influence the way in which people think about themselves. The natural 

environment provides the opportunity not only for attentional restoration but also for self-

reflection.”26 I would argue that each individual possesses environmental identity whether they 

are cognizant of it or not. That said, the importance of the philosophically “examined life” 

cannot be overstated. One’s environment does no doubt influence the way in which we think 

                                                 
25 Paul Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, trans. by Kathleen Blamey (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1992). 
26 Susan Clayton, “Environmental Identity: A Conceptual and Operational Definition,” in Susan Clayton and Susan 
Opotow, eds., Identity and the Natural Environment: The Psychological Significance of Nature (Cambridge: The 
MIT Press, 2003), 49. 
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about ourselves, but the more one is aware of this connection and takes the opportunity for the 

self-reflection to which Clayton refers, surely the more one is engaged hermeneutically in this 

dynamic. The more reflective an individual is about one’s environmental identity, the more one 

can critically engage that identity, which can even lead to positive change in one’s conduct and 

choices where environments are concerned. 

What should be obvious is that one’s environmental identity in this environmental 

hermeneutics of the self is not singular. As with all aspects of hermeneutics, an environmental 

identity is polysemic and multi-dimensional. The surplus of meaning is always present. Clayton 

and Opotow “propose an integrative construct of environmental identity that encompasses 

multiple meanings as well as a recognition of the dynamic nature of identity.”27 Environmental 

identity also includes those environments one makes or chooses for oneself and those 

environments one finds oneself within. We each live our lives in more than one but many 

different environments of many kinds, often simultaneously. Hence, one’s identity in relation to 

these environments is likewise truly dynamic and multi-dimensional.28  

Before continuing with the notion of an environmental identity, we should revisit 

Ricoeur’s “three philosophical intentions” in Oneself as Another.29 The basis of Ricoeur’s 

“hermeneutics of the self” provides, in my estimation, the most robust foundation upon which to 

articulate the concept of environmental identity. In the introduction, Ricoeur expressed that the 

                                                 
27 Susan Clayton and Susan Opotow, “Introduction: Identity and the Natural Environment,” in Susan Clayton and 
Susan Opotow, eds., Identity and the Natural Environment: The Psychological Significance of Nature (Cambridge: 
The MIT Press, 2003), 8. 
28 See my “Paul Ricoeur’s Hermeneutics as a Model for Environmental Philosophy,” Philosophy Today 53:2 (2009): 
173 – 178. Also, “Who Am I, Who are these People, and What is this Place?: A Hermeneutic Account of the Self, 
Others, and Environments,” in  Clingerman, Forrest and Mark H. Dixon. Placing Nature on the Borders of Religion, 
Philosophy and Ethics (Burlington: Ashgate, 2011), 139 - 151. Finally, “Environmental Hermeneutics and 
Environmental/Eco-Psychology: Explorations in Environmental Identity,” in Clingerman, Forrest, Martin Drenthen, 
Brian Treanor, and David Utsler, eds., Interpreting Nature, pp. 123 – 140. 
29 Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 1. 
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title of the series of studies that comprised his hermeneutics of the self, Oneself as Another, 

indicated a “point of convergence” between “three major philosophical intentions.” Those three 

intentions are 1) “the primacy of reflective meditation over the immediate positing of the 

subject,” 2) the distinction and dialectic of two meanings of identity, that of idem and ipse, and 

3) “the dialectic of the self and the other than self.”30 Each of these intentions, considered 

separately although understood to converge, can direct us to a way of understanding 

environmental identity. 

The Primacy of Reflective Meditation over the Cartesian Cogito for Environmental Identity. 

The Cartesian cogito may be a valid means of recognizing one’s existence, but it is not a 

means of understanding the self. The ability to say “I am” offers nothing to answer the question 

of who I am. When one person meets another and says “tell me about yourself,” the cogito—the 

I am—is presupposed as a given (unless one is delusional, one addresses whom one supposes to 

be real). In the words “tell me about yourself” is not a request to affirm that you are, but is 

asking who you are. It may be the case that “I am,” but who I am is the more philosophically 

interesting and hermeneutically relevant question. Ricoeur’s hermeneutics of the self is explicitly 

based on this question of who. Who speaks? Who acts? Who recounts? Who is a moral 

subject?31 The cogito is entirely inadequate to speak to the question of who one is. The answer to 

the question of who must be arrived at reflectively and through numerous detours. The self is 

always a mediated self. For Ricoeur, these detours through which the self is mediated consist of 

language, narrative, cultural signs and symbols, and so on. For the question of one’s 

environmental identity, obviously the detours to the self are environmental. 

                                                 
30 Ibid., 1 – 3. Italics original. 
31 See Oneself as Another, 16. 
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As a matter of articulating a concept, I am using the term environmental in its most broad 

and general sense. Particular environments and how these constitute identity could all be 

explored in their particularity. As an environmental philosopher, I frequently think of 

environmental identity as it relates the absolutely crucial necessity of safeguarding and 

sustaining a healthy world in which to live. How one reflects on such questions as climate 

change, quality air and water, food production, and the means of energy, for instance, determines 

how one understands oneself. Just considering Ricoeur’s four ways of questioning has great 

applicability here. Who am I who speaks about serious environmental issues and what do I say? 

Who am I who acts and how does my acting impact the environment? Who am I who recounts 

about myself in relation to the environment? Who am I, the moral subject of imputation as it 

relates to environmental questions? Certainly, the environmental self does not come by way of 

the cogito. The environmental self, one’s environmental identity, is constituted in the longer, 

indirect route through environments. This first intention lays the foundation for the remaining 

two intentions. Grasping that the self is always a mediated self, the remaining two philosophical 

intentions address important ways in which the self is mediated. 

Idem and Ipse Identity and Environmental Identity 

The dialectic between idem and ipse identity testifies to the ever-changing dynamic of 

identity in a single identifiable individual. Clayton and Opotow, as noted above, referred to an 

integrative approach to personal identity that took into account the multiple meanings of one’s 

identity, or what we might refer to as “polysemic” in hermeneutical terms. For Clayton and 

Opotow, personal identity is dynamic, which refers to the quality of constant change and growth 

of an individual’s identity. But we might also ask who is always growing and changing? Who’s 
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personal identity is multi-dimensional? The dialectic of idem and ipse identity provides a means 

of thinking through these questions. 

Idem identity refers to that identifiable, selfsame individual. Consider the newborn baby 

who takes the first breath of its life outside the womb and then look decades away when this 

same individual is now aged and takes in a final breath at death. Despite a lifetime of change, the 

individual is identifiable as the newborn child and the elderly adult. It was the same existent 

person at both times and stages of life. Idem, Ricoeur says, is that which is “opposed [to] that 

which differs, in the sense of changing or variable.”32 What is changing or variable over a 

lifetime is what is defined as ipse identity. This mutual presence of sameness and ever-evolving 

difference is necessarily constitutive of selfhood and makes selfhood possible to grasp with 

regard to the all important question of “who?”. 

In what manner is the dialectic of idem and ipse identity present in environmental 

identity? If one’s environmental identity, for example, derived from an understanding of the 

environment as a collection of resources to be exploited, then it is good that such an 

interpretation and associated identity is not fixed and immutable. The dialectic of idem and ipse 

indicates that a singular individual can be transformed, understand the environment, and 

consequently oneself, in new ways and with broadened horizons. I will explore this phenomenon 

in more depth in the discussion of the narrative process of prefiguration, configuration, and 

refiguration later in this chapter.  

This dialectic of idem and ipse identity forms a bridge between the first philosophical 

intention and the third, which I will expand on below. Ricoeur, to my knowledge, did not make 

these connections in his work on selfhood. But is seems that the tension between the cogito—the 

                                                 
32 Ibid., 2. 
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“I am”—and the “who am I?” is deepened in the tension between the idem and ipse. The cogito 

in some respects corresponds to idem whereas the various detours by which the self is 

constituted likewise corresponds to ipse. The immediate awareness of one’s existence in the 

cogito is expressed in idem identity in that it refers to an unchanging factical existence. But 

neither grounds actual knowledge of the self. In terms of the first philosophical intention, the self 

only comes to know itself through a process of reflective meditation—a series of detours, which 

is mirrored in the constantly variable and changing reality of ipse identity. This then finds its 

most profound expression in the dialectic of the self and the other than self (the third 

philosophical intention). Ricoeur notes that in idem (sameness-identity), otherness does little for 

selfhood. But when the other is a detour through which one passes, selfhood is constituted in the 

other—that is, indirectly and in a mediated manner. Each philosophical intention in Ricoeur’s 

formulation seems to expand the meaning of the previous one. What this means for 

environmental identity is that in idem and ipse, the singular, identifiable individual who is 

always himself or herself and not another is simultaneously always becoming and this becoming 

is the self that is constituted and consequently apprehended in understanding through the other. 

This will become more apparent in the next discussion of the third philosophical intention. When 

the other of environments is the other through which the self passes, one’s environmental 

identity is always in a dynamic state of change and always potentially ready to address the 

likewise ever changing environmental crises.  

The Dialectic of the Self and Other-Than-Self in Environmental Identity 

Ricoeur explains that the third philosophical intention is expressed most explicitly in the 

title of Oneself as Another. Just as idem identity is not constitutive of selfhood as is ipse identity 

with its dynamic of change, the self that stands parallel with the other in some form of 
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comparison or contrast also does not constitute the self. But when the other is “otherness to such 

an intimate degree that one cannot be thought of without the other, that instead one passes into 

the other,”33 then the self is genuinely constituted. This third philosophical intention is the most 

profound expression of what was begun in the first two. The self is fully the self, not in the 

cogito, not in idem identity, and not merely in a comparison/contrast to the other. Selfhood is 

revealed in reflective meditation and in growth and change over time, and ultimately then in a 

selfhood that implies otherness intimately. Ricoeur speaks clearly of the polysemy of otherness. 

He says that the other is not to be reduced “to the otherness of another person.”34 Truly, the other 

in a hermeneutics of the self can be any other if that other in any way becomes a part of one’s 

self-understanding. Surely, any kind of environment then can become an “other” through which 

one passes to become oneself. 

The implications of Ricoeur’s third philosophical intention are tremendous and far 

reaching for environmental identity. One’s relationship to an environment (any type of environs) 

and one’s experience relative to place truly becomes a part of who that person is. Rather than the 

thinking of the cogito that is aware only of oneself apart from the other, the third philosophical 

intention speaks of the self that can now no longer think itself without the other and has indeed 

passed through the other. Other disciplines have recognized the important role of environments 

in the formation of identity, including environmental psychology, cultural and environmental 

anthropology,35 and Traditional Ecological Knowledge. The paradigms and frameworks of 

environmental justice studies, which will be more closely addressed in Chapters Four and Five, 

                                                 
33 Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 3. 
34 Ibid., 317. 
35 See Patricia K Townsend, Environmental Anthropology. Second Edition, ( Long Grove: Waveland Press, 2009) 
and Nora Haenn and Richard Wilk, editors, The Environment in Anthropology: A Reader in Ecology, Culture, and 
Sustainable Living, (New York: New York University Press, 2006). 
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are also based largely on the notion that identities are closely linked and inseparable from 

environments. 

If all interpretation includes self-interpretation, then one’s environmental identity will 

result from how one interprets environments. Such interpretations are, howver, not always good. 

For example, if the environment is interpreted reductively only as resources to be exploited and 

that, indeed, exist only to be subjugated, then the self-interpretation—the environmental 

identity—will be one of a superior conqueror. Erich Fromm compares three poems that illustrate 

the differences of interpreting an environment or things that share an environment. In Fromm’s 

deeply insightful To Have or to Be?,36 he relates a poem by the 17th century Japanese poet, 

Basho, who upon encountering a flower, did not touch it, but was content to “see” it, to let it be 

and to be one with it. Likewise, Goethe wrote of plucking a flower, but chose to replant it so it 

would not die. Basho and Goethe are contrasted to Tennyson whose encounter with the flower 

led him to pluck it that he could have it as a source of reflection to understand God and 

humankind. Fromm refers to Tennyson’s approach to the flower as the “having mode” of 

existence, whereby the flower was only an instrument to possess knowledge and to achieve this 

end, the flower is killed. Whereas Basho and Goethe are said to be in the “being mode” of 

existence that does not crave to have and possess, “but is joyous, employs one’s faculties 

productively, is oned to the world.”37 Environmental identity clearly has larger consequences as 

it has direct bearing on one’s interaction with one’s environment.  

Environmental identity is not, as we have said, limited to the so-called natural 

environment. The social and cultural environment where one lives or was raised forms aspects of 

                                                 
36 Erich Fromm, To Have or To Be? (New York: Continuum Press, [1997] 2005). 
37 Ibid., 14 – 16.  
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one’s identity that are also environmental identities because these come out of one’s relationship 

to particular environments. What are referred to as “built environments” are likewise a source of 

environmental identity. Cities and buildings to suburban or rural environments all have to do to 

with a person’s environmental identity.  

I end this portion on the third philosophical intention with a brief reflection of what 

Ricoeur says about the role of the body. Ricoeur writes that “one’s own body is revealed to be 

the mediator between the intimacy of the self and the externality of the world.”38 The body, the 

flesh, is linked very closely to environmental identity as it mediates the self and the other of the 

external world. It is only in the body that we are placed in an environment and can experience an 

environment of any kind. Interpretation is always an event of the flesh. The intimacy of the self 

and other indicated in the third philosophical intention is only possible mediated through the 

body. 

This insight forms the entire basis and possibility of what Richard Kearney and Brian 

Treanor refer to as “carnal hermeneutics” (see chapter 1, footnote 4). Carnal hermeneutics is 

defined by Kearney and Treanor as “the surplus of meaning arising from our carnal embodiment, 

its role in our experience and understanding, and its engagement with the wider world” and it 

asks questions such as “How do we make sense of bodies with our bodies?”39 There seems to be 

no greater intimacy that can take place between self and other that is not in the body. As such, 

environmental hermeneutics and carnal hermeneutics are closely related and, as Brian Treanor 

argues, “are two expressions of the same desire: to return hermeneutics to material reality—

                                                 
38 Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 322. 
39 Kearney and Treanor, Carnal Hermeneutics, 1. 



53 

carnal, sensuous bodies and wild, material earth.”40 It follows from this that an environmental 

identity is a carnal reality mediated through one’s body. 

As a body among bodies, flesh is not the only body. Riceour takes up this distinction of 

the body-flesh and other bodies by relating the body-flesh to “the environing world, taken as the 

correlate of the body-flesh.”41 The language of “correlate” calls to mind Max Scheler’s claim 

that “the person is never ‘part’ of a world; the person is always the correlate of a ‘world,’ 

namely’ the world in which he experiences himself.”42 First, I should briefly note that a world in 

which one experiences oneself indicates by implication that one becomes aware of oneself 

through experiencing a world, that is, an environing world. Self-understanding is the 

consequence of experiencing a world. So, the distinction in Scheler between “part” and 

“correlate” is important. Ricoeur notes that Husserl sought to make the flesh a part of the world, 

but in doing so could only see the other as “another me” and not the self as another. As a 

correlate to the world, not a mere part, a person passes through the other to that intimate degree 

where Ricoeur said the selfhood that implies otherness so much that the self cannot think of itself 

without the other. The constitution of an environmental identity takes place most profoundly 

when a person experiences one’s own flesh as a body among bodies, a correlate of all other 

bodies in an environing world, whereby one understands oneself as another and cannot think of 

oneself without the other(s) of that environing world. With this, Ricoeur sets himself apart from 

both Husserl who could only see the other as oneself and Levinas who saw the other as wholly 

                                                 
40 Brian Treanor, “Mind the Gap: The Challenge of Matter,” in Kearney and Treanor, Carnal Hermeneutics, 71. 
41 Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 325. Italics original. 
42 Max Scheler, Formalism in Ethics and Non-Formal Ethics of Values, translated by Manfred S. Frings and Roger 
L. Funk (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1973), 393. Italics original. 
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other and inaccessible, making a moral claim on me.43 Yet, true to intention, Ricoeur did not 

seek to synthesize those to poles, but offers a new way to think about the self and the other. 

Narrative Environmental Identity 

What is narrative, especially in a hermeneutic sense? To narrate is to tell a story. Richard 

Kearney noted that it was Aristotle who claimed in Poetics that storytelling “is what gives us a 

shareable world.44 As Walter Benjamin put it, storytelling gives us “the ability to exchange 

experiences.”45 Narrative permits us to share our stories (and, therefore our world) with one 

another, thereby bringing our worlds together and, through the discourse of storytelling, a world 

that can be shared becomes possible. What makes the world shareable via narrative is not that we 

all come to agreement on what the world should be. Even if such agreement were possible, it 

could never be the end goal of narrative to create an absolute singular worldview. The beauty of 

narrative is that it brings the great differences and diversities we possess (our own surplus of 

meaning) into dialogue so that we might create a world in which we can all live in peace 

together. Even the misunderstanding from which we begin dialogue to work toward mutual 

understanding is not an exercise intended to take us from disagreement to agreement. Rather, the 

understanding of the other which we reach is the basis from which we seek to share the world in 

our differences. Certainly, narrative can also reveal what we might call false consciousness or 

                                                 
43 Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Extiriority, translated by Alphonso Lingis. Duquesne 
Studies Philosophical Series, vol. 24, (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1969). For a thorough comparison 
and analysis of varying views on “otherness,” see Brian Treanor, Aspects of Alterity: Levinas, Marcel, and the 
Contemporary Debate (New York: Fordham University Press, 2006), especially chapter 7, “The Nature of 
Otherness.” 
44 Richard Kearney, On Stories (New York: Routledge, 2002), 3. Italics original.  
45 Walter Benjamin, “The Storyteller: Reflections on the Work of Nikolai Leskov,” in Illuminations: Essays and 
Reflections, translated by Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken Books, 1968), 83. 
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various errors whereby we persuade the other (or are persuaded by the other ourselves) to change 

a course of action.  

 But what of narrative and identity, especially an environmental identity? If an 

environmental identity is one’s self-understanding in relation to environments, a narrative 

environmental identity is one’s self-understanding in relation to environments over time. 

Narrative environmental identity is comprised of the stories we tell about ourselves and our 

environments. Through the function of narrative, we bring together the events of our past and 

present as well as our aspirations for the future to give coherency to our lives and, most 

importantly, to give coherency to our sense of self. Because we are, as Kearney says, “authors 

and readers of our own lives,”46 we create our own story, and therefore ourselves as the chief 

character, in ways we find meaningful. The story we create environmentally determines to a 

great extent how we conduct ourselves as acting agents in an environment. 

Central to what constitutes a narrative is the idea of the “plot.” According to Aristotle, a 

plot is “the combination of incidents” in a story, but even more than a mere combination but 

“several incidents so closely connected that the transposal or withdrawal of any one of them will 

disjoin and dislocate the whole.”47 The plot, therefore, in a narrative identity is that which brings 

together all of the events and incidents in a life from which we draw meaning and coherence. 

Where life appears discordant and scattered, a meaningless succession of events in time, we 

emplot our lives such that we derive a sense of self, a narrative identity. As will be further 

                                                 
46 Richard Kearney, “Introduction: Ricoeur’s Philosophy of Translation,” in Paul Ricoeur, On Translation, 
translated by Eileen Brennan (New York: Routledge, 2006), xix. 
47 Aristotle, Poetics, 1450a, 1 & 1451a, 30 in The Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. Richard McKeon. New York: 
Random House, 1941. 



56 

explored in the environmental justice chapters of this work, narrative identity and narrative 

environmental identity are both individual and communal. 

Ricouer has referred to narrative emplotment as “a synthesis of the heterogenous,” 

whereby successive events are transformed “into one meaningful whole…which makes the story 

followable.”48 As individuals, we weave the events of our lives together, how those events 

impacted us and how we responded to them and from this construct the chapters of our lives in 

which we are, as stated above, the chief character. Returning again to idem and ipse identity, a 

narrative identity can account for sameness (the agent who is the same over time) and the 

dynamic growth and transformation over time of the self in relation to others. Narrative identity 

also includes the other two philosophical intentions of Ricoeur’s Oneself as Another. Narrative 

itself is an example of the detours that mediate the indirect path to the self. Narrative identity is 

inherently opposed to the self-knowing subject of the cogito. Finally, being oneself insofar as 

one is the other, as one passes through the other in that intimacy where one cannot think of 

oneself without the other. There are events in the narrative configuration of a life that bear the 

marks of this intimacy. For example, when one cannot conceive of oneself part from a native 

land or perhaps a life-altering event that became a defining moment. 

All the foregoing concerning narrative can be considered with regard to environments. 

The narrative environmental identity is the “coming together of a life” (Dilthey) as one narrates 

one’s story where incidents that constitute the plot are environmental in nature. Texts such as 

Also Leopold’s A Sand County Almanac or Henry David Thoreau’s Walden are examples 

environmental narratives from which clearly the authors formed the self and from which they 

                                                 
48 Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative. Vol. I. Translated by Kathleen Blamey and David Pellauer, (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1984), 66 – 67. 
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gained a sense of personal identity. Much of cultural and environmental anthropology is the 

study of narrative environmental identities, individual and collective/communal. To the extent 

that humans are aware of their narrative environmental identities and reflect upon them, the more 

space for change can be created to address the many contemporary environmental crises. How 

we understand ourselves and narrate our stories has implications for how we act. Who we 

understand ourselves to be determines how we act. This brings us to the ethical aspects of one’s 

narrative identity. 

Ethics 

There can be no discussion of environmental hermeneutics that does not address itself to 

environmental ethics. How we interpret environments and interpret ourselves in environments 

determines environmental praxis. I will address a few specific aspects of traditional 

environmental ethics and how thinking about them hermeneutically can contribute to 

environmental ethics in the chapter 4. Here, I would like to discuss the ethical implications of 

narrative environmental identity. 

In Oneself as Another, Ricoeur gave ample space to the relation of narrativity to ethics. 

Narrative does not provide an immediate prescriptive claim. Narrative, rather, “serves as a 

propaedeutic to ethics” and “the idea of gathering together one’s life in the form of a narrative is 

destined to serve as a basis for the aim of the ‘good’ life,”49 which Ricoeur refers to as the ethical 

aim. Through the narrative configuration of a life, we reflect on what we should do or what 

possible worlds could be. One might say we seek the moral of the story. 

                                                 
49 Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 115, 158. 
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Narrative, because it does not make immediate prescriptive claims, reaches its end of the 

good life through the three-fold process of describing, narrating, and, finally, prescribing. This is 

also outlined by Ricoeur as narrative prefiguration, narrative configuration, and narrative 

refiguration; or mimesis₁, mimesis₂, and mimesis₃.50 Mimesis is defined by Aristotle as the 

imitation of action and central to the construction of the plot of a story. Ricoeur identifies three 

stages of mimesis with narrative at the place in between description and prescription. From what 

is already understood about human action (prefiguration), we the narrate the story, emplotting 

along the way to bring seemingly disparate actions and events together in a cohesive whole 

(configuration), and then upon reflection about what the story reveals about the good life, we 

engage in changing our lives toward the good (refiguration). 

Ricoeur first explicated three-fold mimesis in the first volume of Time and Narrative. 

Regarding mimesis₁, Ricoeur said that “the composition of the plot is grounded in a pre-

understanding of the world of action, its meaningful structures, its symbolic resources, and its 

temporal character.”51 We do not deduce these features, Ricoeur says, we describe them. Using 

the term prefiguration, it can be seen that this initial form of mimesis refers to what is already 

given that comprises the parts from which we narrate. For, “if human action can be narrated, it is 

because it is always already articulated by sings, rules, and norms. It is always already 

symbolically mediated.”52 The features of prefigurative description comprise the building blocks 

or the pieces that are brought together to make a story. 

                                                 
50 Brian Treanor has outlined Ricoeur’s use of narrativity and three-fold mimesis as it applies to environmental 
virtue ethics in his book, Emplotting Virtue: A Narrative Approach to Environmental Virtue Ethics (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 2014). See especially chapter 6, “Narrative Theory: Stories and Our Lives.” 
51 Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative. Vol. I. Trans. by Kathleen Blamey and David Pellauer, (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1984), 54. 
52 Ibid., 57. 
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Bringing the pieces together is the function of mimesis₂. Ricoeur says this “opens the 

kingdom of the as if.53 All of the various parts of a narrative are mediated by the action of 

emplotment, which as has been said is the bringing together of the parts into a cohesive whole. 

As a story that can be followed, the narrative moves through time to an anticipated end. The 

prefiguratively described now becomes the configuratively narrated. A story emerges from the 

parts that are already understood. That is, they now are brought together and take on meaning. 

Narration, in this sense, clearly is a form of interpretation. Like all interpretation, narration seeks 

to unfold hidden meaning in literal meaning, to unconceal a surplus of meaning in apparent 

meaning. 

The consequence of narration then takes shape as mimesis₃. This third stage of the 

imitation of action calls upon us to refigure the world based on what the narrative has disclosed. 

The narrative is intended to move us to change, to respond appropriately to what we learn, and 

make application of it. This is the normative, evaluative function of narrative. Again, narrative is 

not immediately prescriptive. Prescription is mediated through the detours of prefigurative 

understanding from which we configure human action into something understood that then 

brings us to the imperative of refiguration. Ricoeur notes a circularity of this three-fold narrative 

process, but insists it is not a vicious circle. Perhaps thinking in terms of Gadamer’s expanded 

horizons, that which has been refigured becomes a part, as time continues, of what is prefigured, 

and the process begins again. The three-fold narrative process is not a once and for all exercise, 

but a constant action out of which the self grows and changes through time—ipse identity. 

Whereas in Time and Narrative, Ricoeur explicated narrative in relation to time, in 

Oneself as Another, he turns to selfhood. Placing all the foregoing under the heading of 

                                                 
53 Ibid., 64. 
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environmental hermeneutics, it is seen that our environmental identity and the environmental self 

is shaped by the way we narrate environments and the way we narrate environments also 

determines what we consider to be the ethical path in relation to environments. In the chapters 

focused on environmental justice, the role of narrative and ethics will be more deeply explored. 

Suffice it to say at this point, the argument is that if we share stories and exchange experiences to 

achieve that shareable world referred to above, then we must preserve a world so that we can 

share it and then share it we must.  

Now I turn to Ricoeur’s “ethical intention,” which is the direction to which the 

construction of identity and the function of narrative point. Ricoeur defines the ethical intention 

as “aiming at the good life with and for other in just institutions.”54 For environmental 

hermeneutics, we would narrow this phraseology by saying we aim at an environmentally good 

life, with and for others in environmentally just institutions. The ethical intention (or ethical aim) 

has three interconnected parts. 

The first thing we are “aiming” at is the good life. Ricoeur insists that the ethical aim has 

primacy over the moral norm. What this means is that general moral prescriptions (do this, don’t 

do that) are subordinated to and evaluated by the aim. What is right is evaluated in terms of what 

is good. A moral code that fails to reflect what would be good with and for others and embodied 

in just institutions is suspect. Moral norms, Ricoeur says, are not to have the final word over the 

ethical aim. Needless to say, what exactly is good, or “the good,” is a matter of dialogue and 

discussion. Exchanging stories, the narrative function, is a key process in coming to some shared 

understanding of the good. As previously alluded to, the goal is not a world of uniformity and 

total agreement, but the possibility of peaceful coexistence. Moral norms must certainly be 

                                                 
54 Ricouer, Oneself as Another, 172. 
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established for an ordered and sustainable society, but those norms must come from some kind of 

shared understanding of the kind of world in which we wish to live. 

This is where “with and for others” becomes important. If I am aiming at the good life, I 

want that good life with others and for others, as well. The good life is not lived in isolation. The 

third philosophical intention comes into play here. The self that seeks the good life must also 

pass through the other. And as Ricoeur has noted, the other does not imply only the otherness of 

another person, but can be any other, including other sentient beings and the physical 

environment, as well. The ethical intention when applied to the so-called natural environment or 

the ecosystems of the planet takes on a new meaning for what the good life might be for humans. 

It certainly cannot be in the endless exploitation of “resources” as such diminishes the good life 

for many and could ultimately destroy any possibility of the good life. Finally, this shared good 

life must be embodied in institutions that are just. Without justice, there is no good life shared 

with and for others. 

Conclusion 

This chapter represents just certain features of environmental hermeneutics. What can be 

called environmental hermeneutics is most any application of hermeneutical thinking to 

environmental questions. I argue that selfhood, narrative, and ethics are indispensable aspects, 

directly or indirectly, of any environmental hermeneutics. The realization that personal identity 

and the constitution of the self comes by way of environments is illuminating. That I have an 

environmental identity and that it reflects both my interpretation of environments as well as my 

own understanding of the self, I am given pause. It directly impacts the question I must ask 

myself, “who do I wish to be?” The power of narrative has numerous applications to 

environmental issues and to the field of environmental justice, which will be taken up in the final 
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two chapters. The stories we tell about ourselves, others, and the environments in which we 

dwell have great importance. They inevitably lead to the important ethical questions we must 

ask, and answer, with regard to the environmental challenges we face. Environmental 

hermeneutics not only has a place in the hermeneutic tradition, but also has a place in the world 

of environmental philosophy and environmental ethics. This latter claim is the subject of the next 

chapter.
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CHAPTER 4 

ENVIRONMENTAL PHILOSOPHY AND HERMENEUTICS: INTERPRETATION AND 

THE ANTHROPOCENTRISM/NON-ANTHROPOCENTRISM DEBATE 

Environmental hermeneutics provides a way to think about problems within 

environmental philosophy. A hermeneutical approach can serve to mediate conflicting 

interpretations concerning environments. One example is the issue of anthropocentrism and non-

anthropocentrism. At the risk of oversimplification, anthropocentrism commonly refers to an 

understanding where human beings are considered the center of the moral universe and human 

needs or desires have primary consideration. Humans are seen as superior to animals and nature, 

and, therefore, morally justified in treating them however we please. Environmental philosophers 

have objected to such a view, arguing that other members of the biotic community have moral 

standing apart from humans. Anthropocentrism is said to be bad for all forms of other-than-

human nature. 

In this chapter, I will present some of the positions taken with regard to the 

anthropocentrism/non-anthropocentrism debates. I will argue that this reductionist binary 

either/or approach that seeks the right “center” from which to reason is fundamentally flawed. 

Instead, I will argue for a “polycentric” approach informed by hermeneutical reasoning. 

Polycentrism, a term I have borrowed from ecofeminist philosopher Val Plumwood, does not 

privilege any one center over the other. Hermeneutically speaking, polycentrism acknowledges 

the possibility of legitimate claims from multiple centers that must be adjudicated by means of 

phronesis (or practical judgment) regarding particular cases. 
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Anthropocentric and Non-anthropocentric Environmental Ethics 

Anthropocentrism 

Anthropocentrism is understood to mean that value is located in human beings and that 

values refer to human interests and concerns: all things are measured by humankind. Non-

anthropocentrism, by contrast, holds that value does not belong solely to humans, who then 

confer it onto other things. We are not at the center of the cosmos and moral consideration, 

therefore, also belongs to other living entities. There are, of course, other interpretations of both 

anthropocentrism and non-anthropocentrism. I will refer to the most important positions in the 

debate.  

For example, Tim Hayward distinguishes among different categories of 

anthropocentrism.1 There is ontological anthropocentrism, which refers to human being as the 

center of the cosmos. There is ethical anthropocentrism, which means to give “exclusive or 

arbitrarily preferential consideration to human interests as opposed to the interests of other 

beings.”2 Hayward notes that while these can be connected (i.e. ethical anthropocentrism can 

follow from the ontological), they should be understood as distinct. One may reject, for example, 

ontological anthropocentrism while embracing the ethical version. Likewise, one may believe 

that human beings are, ontologically considered, the center of the cosmos while not deducing 

that this makes humans the center of moral concern. There is also a third form, what Hayward 

(citing Frederick Ferré) calls perspectival anthropocentrism, or what I would call epistemic 

anthropocentrism.3 Humans cannot help but to see the world precisely as human beings. As Val 

                                                 
1 Tim Hayward, “Anthropocentrism: A Misunderstood Problem,” Environmental Values, 6:1 (1997), 49 – 63. 
2 Ibid, 51. 
3 Ibid. This sort of epistemic anthropocentrism is also noted by Eugene C. Hargrove, 1992. "Weak anthropocentric 
intrinsic value." Monist 75, no. 2: 183. Religion and Philosophy Collection, EBSCOhost (accessed May 9, 2010). 
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Plumwood puts it, “I think it can be conceded that it is impossible for humans to avoid a certain 

kind of human epistemic locatedness. Human knowledge is inevitably rooted in human 

experience of the world, and humans experience the world differently from other species.”4  

Hayward’s point is that anthropocentrism cannot be avoided nor is it desirable that it 

should be. It is not wrong, he says, that humans should be concerned about their own legitimate 

interests. This does not commit us to ethical anthropocentrism described above as we can be 

rightfully concerned about our own interests and needs without excluding those of other beings. 

Anthropocentrism is misunderstood and the desire to overcome it is misplaced. It is not only 

unavoidable but also legitimate. According to Hayward, what is often called anthropocentrism is 

really egocentric chauvinism and speciesism, which, of course, should be criticized. In fact, even 

biocentrism, understood as the moral value of all living things, would have to include human 

beings and is, therefore, less a rejection of anthropocentrism than a rejection of chauvinism and 

speciesism. Biocentrism should be considered complementary to a proper understanding of 

anthropocentrism.5 

Another defender of anthropocentrism is Bryan G. Norton. Like Hayward, Norton 

believes that anthropocentrism is misunderstood because it is not exactly clear what “human 

interests” are. He offers “weak anthropocentrism”6 as a proper and acceptable understanding of 

anthropocentrism. Norton argues that an ambiguity exists in the term “anthropocentrism” that 

does not distinguish between “felt” and “considered” preferences. The former is “any desire or 

need that can at least be temporarily sated by some specifiable experience” and the latter is “any 

                                                 
4 Plumwood, Environmental Culture, 132. 
5 Hayward, 60. 
6 Bryan G. Norton, “Environmental Ethics and Weak Anthropocentrism,” Environmental Ethics, 6:2 (1984), 131 – 
148. 
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desire or need that a human individual would express after careful deliberation” within a fully 

rational and relatively comprehensive worldview.7 A felt preference might even be considered as 

more impulsive and instinctual whereas a considered preference is more reflective. 

Anthropocentrism, in Norton’s account, that is informed by felt preferences would be a strong 

anthropocentric theory of value (because it does not consider other beings, just immediate desire) 

whereas anthropocentrism that is informed by considered preferences is a weak anthropocentric 

theory (because it reflects on other beings). What makes considered preferences rational is not 

only that it is reflective and understood in terms of a worldview, but that it also has a critical 

capacity to judge the rationality of felt preferences. In both cases we are anthropocentric, but 

anthropocentrism is strong to the extent that it seems to exclude consideration of other beings 

and weak to the extent that it may include such considerations in the formation of one’s 

worldview. 

What Hayward and Norton share in their account of anthropocentrism is the notion that 

non-human beings are not excluded from ethical concern. As noted above, Hayward thinks that 

biocentrism is complementary to anthropocentrism. Norton claims that weak anthropocentrism 

can allow for the natural world to have a place in value formation, so that what we would call 

values in nature can become human values. What becomes clear in both Hayward and Norton is 

that in each of their accounts of anthropocentrism, there is a space for consideration of non-

human entities as well as other centers of value.  

Non-Anthropocentrism 

One of the most philosophically thorough defenders of non-anthropocentrism is Paul 

Taylor. Taylor is known for an environmental ethic that he calls an “attitude of respect for 

                                                 
7 Norton, 134. 
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nature” that results from a “life-centered” or “biocentric outlook.”8 Taylor ambitiously claims 

that he intends to contrast his life-centered ethic with “all anthropocentric views.”9 

Anthropocentrism for Taylor means a human-centered ethic in which any concern for the 

environment only matters with regard to human needs or desires. Only to humans do we have 

any moral obligations. What Taylor claims to demonstrate is that natural entities, viewed in 

terms of the biocentric outlook and attitude of respect for nature, have inherent worth and that we 

have duties toward nature apart from our own well-being. Taylor is extending the Kantian ethic 

that a person is never a mere means but an end in herself to non-human beings, as well. 

Just one year after Taylor’s article appeared, it was challenged by Gene Spitler, who 

denies that Taylor can escape anthropocentrism at all. 10 He writes: 

A more modest position would be to recognize that, as we learn more about other forms 
of life, we are able to understand their needs better and to develop an empathy with them. 
In all of this, we are continuing to serve our own basic need to understand the world 
around us better. The distinction between an anthropocentric viewpoint and a biocentric 
viewpoint then becomes much less clear. Probably only an objective, lordly creature, 
something humans may aspire to become but never attain, could take a truly biocentric 
viewpoint. At best, we can only come up with our human interpretation of a biocentric 
view, which inevitably will be constructed to meet some needs or desires of our own. I 
am not suggesting that there is no difference in viewpoint between one who only 
considers interests of humans and one who tries to take the interests of other life forms 
into account. The point is that there are real limits to how far any human being can go in 
adopting a life-centered perspective rather than a man-centered perspective. We must 
face up to our limitations as well as our possibilities when developing an environmental 
ethic.11 
 

Spitler’s point is that a purely biocentric ethic is impossible because human beings can’t step 

outside of themselves so fully as to not be anthropocentric in some sense. Rather, what Taylor 

calls a life-centered outlook can be best achieved by empathy for nature.  

                                                 
8 Paul W. Taylor, “The Ethics of Respect for Nature,” Environmental Ethics 3:3 (1981), 197 – 218. 
9 Taylor, “The Ethics of Respect for Nature,” 198. 
10 Gene Spitler, “Justifying a Respect for Nature,” Environmental Ethics 4:3 (1982), 255-260. 
11 Ibid., 256. 
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A crucial issue in both Spitler’s and Taylor’s views is the underlying assumption that 

anthropocentrism and non-anthropocentrism are exclusionary binary opposites. In both Spitler 

and Taylor it seems that one cannot dwell in both. It is clearly the case with Taylor, and while 

Spitler seems to allow for adopting a life-centered ethic within limits set by human nature, he 

says that, in the end, all we have is a human interpretation of a life-centered outlook. The logical 

implication is that we cannot have a real biocentric outlook, just what we might imagine it to be. 

Spitler is interpreting Taylor’s biocentrism to be a view from another center, from the “eyes” of 

non-human entities exclusively. He seems to categorically exclude humans from the biocentric 

sphere, assuming that term to refer to nonhuman life. To be logically consistent, however, this is 

not simply a matter of anthropocentrism because we can only see from our own individual 

center. Not only can one not take the outlook of other nonhuman entities, but it is just as much 

the case that I cannot take the outlook of another person fully. The best I can do is to empathize 

with others. Perhaps I can have greater empathy with fellow humans insofar as we share a 

common humanity, but I can still only see the world from a human-centered standpoint and even 

more so from an “I” centered standpoint. Hayward would agree with Spitler that we cannot fully 

avoid anthropocentrism, but he would want to say that both Spitler and Taylor have 

misunderstood what anthropocentrism is in the first place. 

Taylor has no quarrel with the claim that we view the world precisely as humans and, in 

that sense, we are always anthropocentric. That, however, is not an important point. Sure, the 

“biocentric outlook is a set of human beliefs. But what the beliefs are about…is not a set of facts 

concerning human life alone, nor does adopting the outlook in practical life necessarily further 
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human interests.”12 So for Taylor it is the content, the intentional character of the outlook (i.e. 

what the beliefs are about), rather than the “epistemic location” that characterizes biocentrism.  

What I find interesting in this debate between Taylor and Spitler is the assumption that 

anthropocentrism and non-anthropocentrism are at odds. For Spitler, we really cannot get to 

biocentrism, we can only come to appreciate nature more, but we are likely incapable “of 

viewing life from any perspective other than a human one.”13 For Taylor, we can and should 

adopt a biocentric outlook over and against all anthropocentric ones. If viewing the world from a 

human point of view is a form of anthropocentrism, then all well and good, it’s just not an 

important point because that is not what he means by anthropocentric. What is important is that 

from the biocentric outlook we can be more “egalitarian” about the inherent worth of all beings. 

What if, however, possibly following Hayward, we were able to say that anthropocentrism and 

non-anthropocentrism are not necessarily at odds with one another, but only certain misconstrued 

versions are in conflict? Taylor may respond that his biocentric outlook eliminates this problem, 

but he can only say this by dismissing epistemic anthropocentrism as unimportant. What he has 

not considered is that, just as there are lethal forms of anthropocentrism, there are also lethal 

forms of non-anthropocentrism, as well. 

Charles S. Brown charged that ecocentrism, or any form of “anti-anthropocentrism,” can 

be open to the danger of nihilism and be a tool of domination just as much as 

anthropocentrism.14 Brown notes, for instance, that the deep ecologists want us to eschew 

anthropocentrism15 and embrace ecocentrism because of the egalitarian attitude it advocates. But 

                                                 
12 Paul W. Taylor, “In Defense of Biocentrism,” Environmental Ethics 5:3 (1983), 240; emphasis mine. 
13 Spitler, 260. 
14 Charles S. Brown, “Anthropocentrism and Ecocentrism: The Quest for a New Worldview,” The Midwest 
Quarterly 36:2 (1995), 191 – 202. 
15 In a somewhat interesting twist, Alan E. Wittbecker claims that deep ecology is polycentric precisely because it is 
biocentric and ecocentric and that the criticism of it being anti-anthropocentric and ignorant of feminism is 
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this viewpoint has “both promise and peril.” Brown continues: “Its promise lies in the hope that 

we will be able to see ourselves as enjoying a solidarity with nature…. The radical egalitarianism 

of ecocentrism will, however, collapse into nihilism if no distinctions of value are made.”16 If I 

am constrained to value everything equally, then I am left powerless to make decisions or act in 

specific instances. Certainly, human interference has damaged our environment and must be 

addressed. Yet, we must avoid forms of ecocentrism that would allow it to become itself and 

“ideology of domination” just like the anthropocentrism it rejects. For example, in order to 

reduce human populations, should we forcibly reduce population numbers  in the name of 

holistic ecocentrism? Brown, of course, says no. Rather we must seek to develop “truly benign 

forms of anthropocentrism” that are “consistent with benign forms of ecocentrism.”17 What 

Brown is suggesting is that anthropocentrism and ecocentrism can co-exist and, indeed, must co-

exist in order to avoid the dangers of extreme forms of either. Brown makes clear that he is 

“suggesting without argument” this co-existence approach and that it has yet to be developed. In 

the next section of this chapter, I will consider a few such arguments that have been offered. 

What is characteristic of them all is what I would describe as a “both/and” approach rather than 

an “either/or” exclusionary one.  

Multicentric, Contexualist, and Convergence Theories of Environmental Ethics 

A recent contribution to mulitcentrism in environmental ethics is found in a 2004 article 

by Anthony Weston18 later published in his book The Incompleat Eco-Philosopher: Essays from 

                                                 
misplaced. See Alan E. Wittbecker, “Deep Anthropology: Ecology and the Human Order,” Environmental Ethics 
8:3 (1986), 261 – 270. 
16 Brown, 200. 
17 Ibid, 201. 
18 Anthony Weston, “Multicentrism: A Manifesto,” Environmental Ethics, 26:1 (2004), 25 – 40. 
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the Edges of Environmental Ethics.19 He suggests “a world of irreducibly diverse and multiple 

centers” that overlap, requiring moral consideration to be pluralistic and, although Weston does 

not use this language, I would add communicative and deliberative. Weston notes that in his 

multi-centered ethic “more-than-human others enter the moral realm on their own terms rather 

than by expansion from a single center” where “[m]oral growth consists in experiencing more 

and more deeply the texture of multiplicity in the world….”20 Entering the moral realm “on their 

own terms” could be another way of saying, with Gadamer, with the language that things have. 

Hermeneutically, the texture of multiplicity would be understood as several levels of meaning 

from several voices that speak, requiring the impetus toward mutual understanding in turn 

toward a deep common accord. In Ricoeurian terms, this is hermeneutical discourse aiming at 

living with and for human and more-than-human others in just institutions. Finally, this 

discourse over the texture of multiplicity is designed to adjudicate between the levels of 

meaning. A single-centered or binary approach between anthropocentrism or non-

anthropocentrism does not offer this possibility. Instead, it only offers a monolithic, simplistic 

approach that fails to account for multiple possible meanings. 

Weston describes much of environmental ethics to be “concentric,” which must be 

clearly distinguished from his vision of multicentric environmental ethics. Concentrism is 

characterized by the picture of an expanding circle that extends beyond humans to include other 

beings in the moral realm. What concentrism implies is the commonalities we have with other 

entities and the commonalities are more important than the ways in which we are different. 

Hence, a focus of concentrism is how we can identify with other-than-human beings. Weston 

                                                 
19 Anthony Weston, The Incompleat Eco-Philosopher: Essays from the Edges of Environmental Ethics, (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 2009). 
20 Ibid., 90. 
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rightly finds shortcomings with this implicitly monistic, approach. He observes that an 

environmental ethic “based purely on commonality necessarily slights difference.”21 Moreover, 

if, as the circle gets bigger, we must “search for a single, inclusive criterion of moral standing,” 

commonalities become “thinner” and would seem to ultimately wash out both commonality and 

difference altogether. A second problem with concentrism, according to Weston, is that although 

it appears to be egalitarian, the circle begins with what is human and no matter how far it 

expands the, human is still the “ultimate arbiter” of what is important. In Levinasian terminology 

we might say that concentrism risks reducing the other to the same and thereby doing violence to 

the other. 

Weston’s multicentrism is significantly different. Unlike non-anthropocentrism that 

merely substitutes one centrism for another “bigger centrism,”22 multicentrists seek to decenter 

environmental ethics so that moral consideration takes into account the stories and 

distinctiveness of other centers not based on human measure. The reason that multicentrism must 

begin with decentering is because a single center tends to become hegemonic, assimilating others 

into one’s own center. Here it must be noted that decentering is a starting point, not to be 

confused with egalitarian notions of making all centers necessarily equal. Decentering simply 

serves to remove a hegemonic center to provide a place to then consider diverse centers and how 

they relate, so we do not fall into the nihilism of which we were warned by Charles S. Brown. 

Discussions of value are not left out of Weston’s multicentric approach. As Weston puts it, a 

“decentered world is not (need not be) an a-centered world.”23 

                                                 
21 Weston, “Multicentrism, 27. 
22 Ibid, 29. 
23 Ibid, 30. 



73 

The mulitcentrism offered by Weston provides a way in which we can approach other 

beings and/or systems on their own terms rather than the presumptions and prejudices we might 

impose upon them. We do not deny that we have presumptions and prejudices and we would say, 

along with Gadamer, that these are not necessarily bad. Rather, it is important to be aware of 

them and to be open to “a diverse world of unsuspected depths.”24 What Weston recommends is 

ethics as a communal enterprise. “Once other centers are acknowledged, always somewhat 

opaque to us as we are to them, there is no alternative but to work things out together, as far as 

possible, when all are affected by the decisions taken.”25 I would characterize Weston’s 

multicentrism as a hermeneutical-critical, or perhaps hermeneutical-communicative, approach. 

The central insight of multicentrism is that the world, and therefore ethics, is complex and multi-

dimensional and must be approached as such. A single center from which we make judgments 

cannot serve as a universal template for environmental ethics. 

I now turn to Bryan Norton once more and his “convergence hypothesis” which is 

characterized as a contextual approach. While it is not identical to Weston’s multicentrism, it 

contributes to the underlying discussion of this chapter, which is that we must overcome the 

anthropocentric/non-anthropocentric binary and develop a more robust approach to 

environmental ethics.  

Speaking of the deep ecologists and their concrete political strategizing, Norton is 

concerned that they are too entangled by “exclusivist terms.” He writes: “Because they think that 

anthropocentrism excludes biocentrism and vice versa, they do not seriously consider Leopold’s 

inclusive dual strategy; assuming that the interests of humans and of nonhuman species are 

essentially at odds, they often insist that all actions should be based on a single moral principle, 

                                                 
24 Ibid, 31. 
25 Ibid, 32. 
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that of biocentrism.”26 Norton rejects the assumption that human and nonhuman interests conflict 

necessarily. Norton’s way of approaching this is to propose what he calls the “convergence 

hypothesis.”  

Norton believes that the underlying problem with the assumption that anthropocentrism 

and non-anthropocentrism necessarily conflict is moral monism. An appeal of monism is that it 

avoids the moral chaos that can follow moral pluralism. Norton asserts, however, that chaos is 

not a necessary consequence of moral pluralism just so long as it is an “integrated moral 

pluralism,” by which he means a pluralistic system that has rules for the application of diverse 

principles in varying situations. Norton objects to monism because it assumes that an 

overarching moral system is adequate for all situations but it neglects the uniqueness of each and 

every individual concrete situation where a single principle does not always neatly apply. 

Integrated pluralism recognizes that a variety of legitimate goods can sometimes be in conflict 

and the context in which the moral question or issue resides is necessary to consider in moral 

decision making. 

A fundamental tenet of the convergence hypothesis is that “policies serving the interests 

of the human species as a whole…will serve also the ‘interests’ of nature, and vice versa.”27 

Regardless of the “center” or “centers” of environmental values, the integrated approach will 

realize a convergence of human and non-human interests to the benefit of both. The convergence 

hypothesis is possible when it is accepted that anthropocentrism and non-anthropocentrism are 

                                                 
26 Bryan G. Norton, Toward Unity Among Environmentalists (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 232; 
emphasis mine. 
27 Ibid, 240. A critique of Norton’s convergence hypothesis can be found in Katie McShane, “Anthropocentrism vs. 
Nonanthropocentrism: Why Should We Care?,” Environmental Values, 16:2 (2007), 169 – 185. Whether McShane’s 
critique of Norton is valid is another question, but she makes the same fundamental error that I have implicitly 
criticized throughout this chapter. She defines anthropocentrism in one particular way and then argues that 
anthropocentrism and non-anthropocentrism are binary opposites and falls on the side of the latter without seeing the 
pitfalls of the binary that she assumes. 
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not in conflict necessarily. Norton says that the “convergence hypothesis rests firmly on the 

central insight of ecology—that all things are interrelated. If humans damage the large context 

shared by both humans and other species there will, eventually, be negative impacts on all 

species, humans included.”28 The biocentrist or ecocentrist might reply that this statement does 

not require any “convergence” but is fundamentally what they are already arguing. Human 

interests are ultimately already properly defined and understood bio- or ecocentrically. In other 

words, human interests and non-human interests converge when valid human interests are 

understood in terms of ecology. Hence, no convergence needed. Norton’s theory would be 

overall better served if the central focus was not convergence, but contextualization. 

Contextualization provides the most important insight of Norton’s theory. It is not a 

matter of a simple convergence by which human and non-human interests will work out okay in 

the end. Norton was short-sighted to lump “center” with “centers.” In fact, the contextualist 

approach would seem to assume multiple centers as the loci of legitimate values in which 

competing claims are mediated by the context in which the particular concrete question resides. 

Thus, he is right to note the “law of complexity” in which we might make practical judgments 

when a single moral principle fails to make the situation clear. He spends too much time though, 

in my view, being concerned with “hierarchical thinking,” mostly because he does not tell us 

what the hierarchy is, how we come to it, and who determines it. 

What should be clear in what I have said thus far is that the discussion of 

anthropocentrism and non-anthropocentrism in the history of environmental ethics is ultimately 

misguided. We need another paradigm from which to reason. Hayward gave us a thesis that the 

problem is not anthropocentrism per se but how it is defined or understood. Hayward is 

                                                 
28 Ibid. 
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vindicated Christian Diehm, who acknowledges that anthropocentrism can be understood in 

multiple ways—i.e. metaphysical, cosmological, and epistemological.29 But Diehm says that 

anthropocentrism “frequently” means “to believe that any value that nature has is contingent 

upon the ways in which it directly or indirectly serves humans; it is to view nature as valuable 

only insofar as it is instrumental to the satisfaction of human needs, desires, or preferences.”30 

What is telling is that, in the footnote to this quote, he says that this understanding of 

anthropocentrism that he wants to reject is “clearly expressed in the work of many environmental 

philosophers.” He cites are articles by J. Baird Callicott, Warwick Fox, and Katie McShane. 

Diehm does not seem to take on any anthropocentrists, but rather philosophers that already hold 

his own view. 

Now whether he is correct that anthropocentrism “frequently means” what he says it does 

in not the point. First, we do not know from Diehm’s article that anthropocentrism means what 

he says it does from those who hold to that position, but rather their antagonists; and, secondly, 

even if he would show that this view of anthropocentrism was indeed the view of 

anthropocentrists, it may not even matter. Why? Because, if Hayward is right, the real issue may 

not be anthropocentrism, but how it is understood. Diehm basically said that there are different 

views of anthropocentrism, decided that the view of non-anthropocentrists about 

anthropocentrism is normative, and then objected to that view along with those he cites. In no 

place in his article did he consider whether if the epistemological view might have import, for 

example. Hayward is then ironically justified by Diehm because he could easily say that Diehm’s 

objections to anthropocentrism are misplaced. Diehm simply misunderstands anthropocentrism 

                                                 
29 Christian Diehm, “Staying True to Trees: A Specific Look at Anthropocentrism and Non-Anthropocentrism,” 
Environmental Philosophy, 5:2 (2008), 3 – 16. 
30 Ibid, 13. 
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and what he really objects to is egocentric chauvinism, not a proper understanding of 

anthropocentrism. But what is a proper understanding of anthropocentrism? What would be a 

proper understanding of non-anthropocentrism? 

A Hermeneutical Response to the Anthropocentrism/Non-Anthropocentrism Debate 

Seeking to identify a unitary “proper” way to understand these concepts and the debate 

surrounding them is perhaps the core of the problem from the perspective of hermeneutics. 

Regardless on which side of the debate one stands, the assumption is that environmental 

reasoning must always spring from one “center” and not another. The non-anthropocentric 

thinker might object that humans are a part of the non-anthropocentric scheme, so non-

anthropocentrism captures what polycentrism aims for while any form of anthropocentric 

thinking fails to do so. Since humans are also a part of nature, humans have a place in a 

biocentric or ecocentric scheme along with the rest of nature. Upon closer examination, non-

anthropocentrism cannot truly make this claim. First, it is still defined by the reductionist binary 

despite the claim to consider humans in the overall schema. If humans truly are considered along 

with other natural entities then there is a form of anthropocentrism included, which is precisely 

what non-anthropocentric thinkers are arguing against. Secondly, one does not find in various 

theories of non-anthropocentrism exactly how multiple centers would be accounted for. Humans 

are included in the rest of nature, but the rest of nature is not differentiated in any way. Yet, 

water, trees, varying animals, and countless other things make up what we call “nature.” The 

anthropocentrism/non-anthropocentrism debate is itself anthropocentric as it is humans asking 

the question about where humans, in particular, fit into the environment. Further, it is an 

important question for humans as it is our activity that has brought uniquely devastating damage 

to the environment. We do not question carbon emissions from volcanoes, for example. We 
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question beings who have recognizable moral agency. “Where humans fit in nature?” is an 

anthropocentric question. Environmental philosophy cannot, to borrow from Weston, “de-

anthropocize itself.”31 

Hermeneutics is, as has been said, about unfolding levels of meaning. Interpretation is 

present where ever there are multiple meanings and when the meaning of something is not 

clearly evident. The presence of interpretation in environmental contexts certainly bears the 

marks of complex, multiple meanings. This is why a hermeneutic approach is inherently multi-

centric or polycentric. By not reducing moral reasoning about the environment to any one center, 

polycentrism is the only form of reasoning that can truly be said not to be anthropocentric in the 

ways that non-anthropocentrists reject. Polycentrism does not so much reject anthropocentrism 

as it does not recognize the very notion of a “center” as the place from which to begin moral 

reasoning. Polycentrism seeks to understand, that is to interpret, the claims of multiple centers 

and the interrelations among them, which can only be done in concrete cases.  

The underlying principle in a hermeneutic polycentrism is that all things that are—that 

have being—speak from their place and can be understood. Indeed, they offer themselves to be 

understood. And, the way in which things are understood, is itself polysemic. How we should act 

with regard to environments is not, as most environmental ethics would have it, a matter of 

having the right system of thought—if we think from the correct center, usually a non-

anthropocentric one, or if we understand intrinsic value over instrumental value, then we can act 

ethically toward and within the environment. A hermeneutical environmental ethics recognizes a 

tapestry of interpretations that exist already in our experience of the world. The world is not 

approached from nowhere, but we exist within it and are always interpreting it before we even 

                                                 
31 Weston, The Incompleat Eco-Philosopher, 111. 
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come to the questions of ethics. “There is no nature that is not already interpreted” and that 

includes our “ethical experience” of environments.32 This is another reason why a kind of 

anthropocentrism (approaching experience from where we are) cannot be avoided. 

Here a subtle, but important, difference must be noted. Anthropocentrism as it is 

criticized and rejected refers to a fixed point from which one begins moral reasoning. This is just 

as true, of course, of any non-anthropocentrism. A hermeneutical anthropocentrism is not a static 

fixed center, but an inevitable relative center. As was noted about Aristotle in the first chapter, 

when one speaks of left or right, up or down, such are relative to one’s place. One experiences a 

direction as left or right relative to emplacement in the moment. If I propose that an object is to 

my left, there are already certain assumptions (Gadamerian prejudices) from which I state my 

proposition. For example, I assume that it is universally understood that my left refers to the left 

of the direction I am facing. I do not have to say that the object is to the left of the direction I am 

facing for that is already understood. So I just say the object is to my left. If I turn around and 

face the opposite direction, that which was just to my left is now on my right. Apply this 

reasoning to a hermeneutic anthropocentrism and the center from which I am reasoning is 

understood to be the center relative to my place—epistemic anthropocentrism. I also understand 

that what is the center from my emplacement is only relative and not absolute. Going back to a 

relative left and right, I may say to you to direct your attention to the object on my left, your 

right. The object is at once both to the left and to the right, relative to the place of all parties 

involved. Likewise, a hermeneutic environmental ethics can recognize at one and the same time 

multiple relative centers of all beings. So the task for environmental ethics is not to locate the 

                                                 
32 Paul van Tongeren and Paulien Snellen, “How Hermeneutics Might Save the Life of (Environmental) Ethics,” in 
Interpreting Nature: The Emerging Field of Environmental Hermeneutics, edited by Forrest Clingerman, Brian 
Treanor, Martin Drenthen, and David Utsler (New York: Fordham University Press, 2014), 304. 
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right center from which to experience, but to seek to understand the intersubjective relationship 

of all centers and allow each to make its claim and allowing a dialectical reasoning to the end of 

“living with and for each other in just institutions”—that is, to have a shareable world or what 

Susanne Claxton refers to as “full dwelling.”33 

Paul Taylor would likely take issue with my claims and object that his biocentric ethics 

characterized by the attitude of respect for nature already covered some time ago the territory I 

am covering here. For example, among his four principles of what constitutes biocentric ethics, 

the third refers to the “teleological centers” by which each organism “is a unique individual 

pursuing its own good in its own way.”34 Does not that already acknowledge the multiple centers 

of a polycentric environmental ethics? Further, the intersubjective relationship of all these 

centers was also already covered within the four principles of biocentric ethics insofar as they 

refer to interdependence and interconnectedness of all things, human and non-human.  Lastly, if I 

were to refer to the hermeneutic principle of adjudication amongst competing claims to meaning 

and the conflict of interpretations, Taylor might remind me of the sixth chapter of Respect for 

Nature. “Competing Claims and Priority Principles” outlines the ways in which various 

principles of moral philosophy can be employed to address competing claims of humans and 

non-human organisms. Is this not the idea of listening to the language that things have that 

Gadamer expressed? 

                                                 
33 Susanne Claxton, Heidegger’s Gods: An Ecofeminist Perspective (New York: Rowman and Littlefield, 2017), 
147. Claxton coined the term “Daseincentrism” to refer to an approach that goes beyond the binary of 
anthropocentrism and non-anthropocentrism that both “grants human beings their unique capacities and values” and 
“entails that other non-human beings be recognized appropriately” (147.). Like polycentrism, Daseincentrism seeks 
a de-centered approach that wants to recognize both the differences between beings and the legitimate claims of 
each. 
34 Taylor, Respect for Nature, 100. 
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While Taylor does include humans in this biocentric ethics and claims that humans are 

part of the “Earth’s community of life,” he is unable to avoid an antagonism between humans 

and non-humans. Humans are a part of nature, but humans seem to have this thing that non-

humans do not—civilization. In fact, the chief conflict from which competing claims arise in 

Taylor’s work is that between civilization and nature. As much as he seeks to avoid it, the 

antagonism that underlies this theory is the binary of anthropocentrism and non-

anthropocentrism. He has not fully included humans in the Earth’s community of life. Moreover, 

his teleological principle of biocentric ethics falls prey to what has been a rather common 

problem for environmental ethics generally, namely, falling into the Humean naturalistic fallacy. 

From the fact that an organism seems to have an end to which it is directed and pursues, it does 

not follow that this natural teleology unveils a moral ought or prescribe right action. Another 

problematic aspect of this kind of thinking is the contradiction between all organisms, human 

and non-human, being a part of nature while various teleological directions give rise to 

completing claims. That does not say much for the unity and organization of nature. If, on one 

hand, I want to acknowledge that each organism has its own teleology, pursuing its own good in 

its own way, but, on the other, say that these pursuits can come into conflict, then there is no 

nature to which I can appeal for ethical or moral direction. It seems to me that to claim to be 

biocentric must hold that nature has some normative structure. Yet that claim falls apart the 

moment that organisms, all which are supposed to be equal in the community of Earth, come into 

conflict.  

Environmental hermeneutics makes no normative claims based on some idea of “nature.” 

What we do learn of things like ecosystems, the teleology of organisms, and the like certainly 

inform our interpretations. After all, interpretations do not come from nowhere. Interpretation 

takes place, as Gadamer said, in the midst of concrete factors in the world. So, for example, 
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scientific knowledge is a necessary part of our understanding. We have to know what things do 

and how they interact with other things. Interpretation has to have something to interpret! But 

interpretations that lead to normative claims are not an unmediated move between “is” and 

“ought.” Interpretations that eventually lead to normative claims, for example such that go 

through the narrative process of three-fold mimesis explained in the previous chapter, are highly 

mediated.  

A final point along this vein is that a hermeneutical environmental ethics does not just 

recognize the fact of the complexity and multiplicity of possible interpretations, but actually 

welcomes it as necessary for a robust environmental discourse.  Being “unable to be reduced to 

one teleological or deontological denominator,” a hermeneutical environmental ethics “does not 

reduce the plurality of ethical experience but rather aims at enriching it.”35 The recognition of 

this plurality of experience prevents the reduction of environmental ethics to a single “center” or 

questions of intrinsic or instrumental value or any ethical system that neatly lays out our moral 

choices toward the environment. Hermeneutics eagerly welcomes this plurality and the dialogue 

it engenders as a means of enriching our experience, broadening our horizons, and helping our 

interpretive practice do better. 

Environmental Identity and Polycentrism 

A polycentric environmental ethic stands in a reciprocal relation to an environmental 

hermeneutics of the self. An environmental identity as outlined in the previous chapter describes 

identity as constituted simultaneously by self, other, and environmentally other. And it should be 

made very clear that the other is not drawn into the self as to reduce the other to the self. To 

anthropomorphize environmental others would indeed be the worst kind of anthropocentrism! To 

                                                 
35 Van Tongeren and Snellen, 308. 
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the contrary, it is my encounter with the environmental other precisely as other without which I 

cannot think of myself that creates an environmental identity that is meaningful hermeneutically. 

Environmental identity recognizes multiple meanings of others and the fluid variety of 

possibilities of how I might relate to the environment as result of those possibilities. I might also 

discern possible ways of relating to an environment from which a self would emerge that I do not 

wish to become and, thereby, refuse or resist certain actions. Environmental identity is a 

reflexive way of being. 

This reflexiveness toward environments (from which my own self-concept is formed) and 

other beings would reveal an un-centered approach to environmental ethics. It is “un-centered” in 

the sense that a sole center of moral reasoning that is always and in every situation the locus to 

think ethically about the environment does not exist. There is rather a series of connections of 

relative centers that are thought together in those relations. The reductionist binary of 

anthropocentrism and non-anthropocentrism isolates a single center from the actual relations in 

which it exists and then proceeds to define those relations from the measure of that sole center. 

Those relations, however, are already there and it is the very complex of relations themselves 

from which environmental ethics should begin.  

But is it not the case that either ecocentrism or biocentrism is really about the 

interrelations of different beings? Although either may assert itself as such, it fails to capture 

genuine moral consideration of all beings within an ecosystem. First, these non-

anthropocentrisms homogenize all non-human others by identifying them as not anthropocentric. 

The relative centers could be little more than an afterthought or secondary reality to their primary 

identifying feature of not being anthropocentric. Secondly, the underlying assumption remains 

that anthropocentrism in any possible form or of any possible kind is always malign. In 

polycentrism, recognition is given to multiple centers of concern, including that of humans. 
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Anthropocentrism as a relative center and not an absolute singular one allows for both legitimate 

consideration of human needs and presence on the Earth as well as the need to avoid forms of 

anthropocentrism that fail to consider its relative place with other centers. Likewise, 

polycentrism can also critically dispense with forms of non-anthropocentrism such as those 

warned about by Brown. 

Is not the polycentric principle of relative centers the same as Norton’s theory of weak 

anthropocentrism? As distinguished earlier, in Norton’s theory, strong anthropocentrism 

excludes other beings from moral consideration (or at least makes them secondary to human 

concerns), while weak anthropocentrism allows for consideration of human needs that does not 

exclude the needs of other beings. While perhaps sharing the aim of polycentric environmental 

ethics, there are issues with the “weak” approach. For example, once again as with various forms 

of non-anthropocentrism, the underlying assumption is the negativity of anthropocentrism, which 

we could perhaps ameliorate by making it “weak.” Weak anthropocentrism wants to 

acknowledge legitimate human concern while not excluding other beings. But why be weak 

about legitimate human concern? Cannot humans strongly assert the legitimacy of their 

existence? Moreover, if Brown is right that non-anthropocentrism can in various forms slip into 

nihilism and serve as a tool of domination and devastation, would we not also need a theory of 

weak non-anthropocentrism? The difference between polycentrism and weak anthropocentrism 

is crucial. Weak anthropocentrism frames the question completely within anthropocentrism itself 

and offers a weak form over a strong form. Whereas polycentrism frames the question as being 

between an absolute sole center and relative multiple centers. Each center may assert legitimate 

claims, but not as a sole center of moral consideration, but as relative to the other centers with 

which it must live with and for in just institutions. 



85 

Polycentrism as an environmental ethic tracks very well with the concept of 

environmental identity in its hermeneutical form. Hermeneutics seeks to unconceal layers of 

meaning beneath apparent meaning and adjudicate the conflict of interpretations. Environmental 

hermeneutics seeks to unconceal layers of environmental meaning beneath apparent meaning and 

adjudicate conflicting interpretations of the environment. Environmental identity is 

“environmental” precisely because it understands that identity is, among other things, constituted 

by environments in which we dwell. The self that is constituted is an interpretation of the 

relationship of the idem (my factical existence) with other beings in the dwelling that we share. 

If the self is constituted by the other such that I cannot think of myself without the other (and it is 

the other which I must actually “pass through”) then my relation to those others becomes 

crucially relevant. I am required by the demands of my own identity to consider the otherness of 

the environment and all others within that environment. The hermeneutics of the self, and 

therefore the environmental hermeneutics of the self seems well suited to a polycentric 

environmental ethics. Anthropocentrism, in an absolute form what we would rightly reject, is 

akin to the cogito that presumes to know itself immediately rather than how the self is mediated 

in the context of the world in which it dwells. Environmental identity recognizes that the self 

must pass through other centers—the other(s) of the environment—for the constitution of its own 

self. I am myself insofar as I am my environmental other. Human action in the environment 

presents itself in a new light when understood as a means of the constitution of the self. 

A final note here. Ricoeur would refer us back to the narrative operation. Consider 

polycentrism not just about multiple centers of concern, but multiple centers of concern that are 

related and intertwined. How are we to make sense of the relation? How can we understand 

identity and difference and what that means for an environmental ethics? We have to tell a story 

that is constructed, that is to say its various elements being gathered together, by emplotment. As 
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Ricoeur noted, narrative brings together in “an entirely original concept of identity which 

reconciles” the presumed contrary categories of identity and difference (or, “diversity” as 

Ricoeur termed it).36 

Phronesis and the Practice of Adjudication 

If we accept the idea of multiple, relative centers whose claims must be adjudicated to the 

end of having a shareable world characterized by the ethical aim (living with and for others in 

just institutions), practical wisdom, or phronesis, is required to help us decide which meanings 

are appropriate for a situation. As hermeneutics is about uncovering meaning where meaning is 

not obviously apparent, phronesis is about making good moral choices when the correct moral 

choice is not apparent. Brian Treanor writes, “Phronesis comes into its own in the messy 

situations of ethical ambiguity. The person with practical wisdom [the phronimos] is able to 

judge well with respect to choices in particular circumstances that do not fall neatly under 

general rules for conduct….”37 

The multiple claims of environmental stakeholders (human and other-than-human) that a 

polycentric environmental ethics would acknowledge, clearly do not always “fall neatly” into 

rules for conduct to which we as humans can appeal. When choosing what action to take when 

making environmentally related decisions, while we may appeal to principles such as the ethical 

aim or various theories of moral reasoning, sometimes there is no single answer or right answer. 

Often times, we must make the best informed decision we can with the experience that we have. 

                                                 
36 Paul Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, trans. by Kathleen Blamey (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1992), 
143. 
37 Brian Treanor, Emplotting Virtue: A Narrative Approach to Environmental Virtue Ethics, (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 2014), 33. Italics original. See also, Treanor, “Narrative Environmental Virtue 
Ethics: Phronesis without a Phronimos”, Environmental Ethics, 30:4 (2008), 361 – 379. 
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“Practical” wisdom is just that—wisdom in practice. What do we do when it is not clear what to 

do? Treanor observes: 

Phronesis is the ability to deal with complex and ethically ambiguous situations in which 
it is not clear what the relevant rules are or how they should be applied—when two 
ethical guidelines come into conflict, or when one is faced with an unavoidable choice 
between evils, or in a radically novel situation for which past experiences have not 
prepared us. Of course, these are precisely the sorts of decisions with which we will be 
increasingly confronted as environmental degradation accelerates.38 
 

Putting practical wisdom into practice, the “practice” of practical wisdom, is a practice of 

adjudication. Competing uses of an environment, who will gain and who stands to lose, what is 

acceptable modification of land and water, the interests of economic growth vs. environmental 

impacts, recreation and pleasure vs. environmental impacts…on and on. Land, water, air, and 

human dwelling within and alongside these elements require deliberation and discernment in 

order to make choices among competing claims.  

Phronesis it would seem has the diagnostic function to which Kearney referred in his 

explication of diacritical hermeneutics (see chapter 1, footnote 3). Kearney refers to this 

diagnostic function as “reading the body,” which means all bodies, not just human bodies, but 

“human, animal or divine.”39 Although Kearney places this within his carnal hermeneutics—that 

is, things covered with flesh—I would think this applies to any material being. In short, 

everything we call the environment! How will this action affect non-human entities in the 

environment? How will it affect humans? How will this action contribute to or detract from a 

shareable world in which we would wish to live? Practical wisdom means taking what we know 

and applying that knowledge to situations, even if the situation itself is new. 

                                                 
38 Ibid., 88 – 89. 
39 Kearney, “What is Diacritical Hermeneutics?” p. 3. 
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Earlier, I argued that Norton’s convergence hypothesis would do well to focus less on 

convergence and more on the aspect of contextualization. How multiple centers might converge 

is not determined by an overarching moral principle that simply gets applied, but the context in 

which multiple centers might converge. Here phronesis would require a look at the particulars of 

a given situation, a context for action, and make a prudential judgment. Ricoeur observed in 

Oneself as Another that phronesis aims at “grasping the situation in its singularity” to answer the 

question, “What counts as the specification best suited to the ultimate ends pursued.”40 This is 

why Ricoeur argued that the ethical aim (living with and for others…) must precede the 

formulation of moral norms. Even more so it is important when moral norms do not fit neatly in 

a given case to “phronetically” and carefully adjudicate a given situation with “the ultimate ends 

pursued” in view. 

As with many attempts to bridge anthropocentrism and non-anthropocentrism, including 

Evanoff’s “co-evolutionary” theory not previously mentioned,41 an innate, ontological hostility 

between humans and the other-than-humans is assumed. A hermeneutical, polycentric approach 

recognizes contextual conflicts of interests and needs in practical situations. There is no need to 

bridge anthropocentrism and non-anthropocentrism, but to bridge the conflicts to which the 

context gives rise. There is no innate, ontological conflict in the being of humans and other-than-

human entities. Phronesis applies in practical, concrete situations (contexts), not as a means of 

converging innately and ontological hostile entities. 

 

                                                 
40 Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 175. 
41 Cf. Richard Evanoff, “A Coevolutionary Framework for Environmental Ethics,” Environmental Philosophy, 6:1 
(2009), 57 – 76. Evanoff proposes a co-evolutionary understanding through which the hostility between 
anthropocentrism and non-anthropocentrism can be alleviated. While he touches the right nerve, he is still working 
within the narrative of hostility. 
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Conclusion 

Since environmental philosophy first emerged over 40 years ago, conflicts between 

humans and “nature” have been framed as a conflict of anthropocentric and non-anthropocentric 

thinking. The problematic thinking of this particular binary has been approached in various ways 

seeking to bridge them or construct forms of anthropocentrism that are more benign. A 

hermeneutical approach offers a way out of the reductionist binary. Hermeneutics, with its 

recognition of multiple meanings and that things each speak from their own place, leads 

inevitably to a polycentric approach that insists that relative centers rather than absolute, static 

centers provide a better way to address the relationship of human beings to the multi-layered 

complex world in which we dwell. 

Environmental hermeneutics, specifically, is not only a way of doing environmental 

philosophy, but offers itself as a way to frame traditional questions and problems of 

environmental thinking in a fresh way. Rather than binary questions such as those inherent to the 

debate between anthropocentrism and non-anthropocentrism or intrinsic value vs. instrumental 

value, environmental hermeneutics considers the complex web of relationships between all 

beings, assuming that conflicts are able to be adjudicated to the end of sustaining a shareable 

world where we live with and for others in just institutions. 
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CHAPTER 5 

ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE INTERPRETATIONS 

The previous three chapters explored the place of environmental hermeneutics in the 

hermeneutic tradition, what environmental hermeneutics is, and its relationship to environmental 

philosophy. The next two chapters aim to relate environmental hermeneutics to environmental 

justice perspectives. Although these are entirely different fields, hermeneutics and environmental 

justice are complementary. For instance, the non-binary approach of hermeneutics to 

environmental philosophy is shared with environmental justice perspectives. The struggle to 

understand the human place in the environment (are we one with and a part of nature or outside 

of nature?) is not the problem for environmental justice that it is in some environmental 

philosophies. Environmental justice begins from the fact that humans dwell in environments and 

that altering that environment affects human dwelling. Rather than asking if humans could act 

more “according to nature” or be “one with nature,” environmental justice addresses social 

justice in environmental contexts. Environmental justice focuses more on actions and what those 

actions mean than, for example, whether a lake or forest possesses intrinsic or instrumental 

value. Such a discussion certainly is not without value itself, but in an environmental justice 

context, a non-human entity is not required to have intrinsic value in order to require a particular 

way of acting toward it. 

There are also many aspects of hermeneutical thinking in environmental justice studies. 

Questions of identity and narrative are very much a part of environmental justice paradigms. In 

what is to my knowledge the only published paper bringing hermeneutics to bear specifically on 

an environmental justice issue, Murugesh Arunachalam introduces a Gadamerian approach to 
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understanding dialogue within a particular community around Lake Taupo in New Zealand.1 

Arunachalam proposed that the views of stakeholders be considered as texts, with those views 

having meaning beyond the intent of the stakeholder, and using a hermeneutic approach to 

uncover hidden meanings in those dialogues that would lead to mutual understanding among the 

stakeholders. One of the “new meanings” Arunachalam believes that had emerged from a 

hermeneutical approach was the construction of a “green identity” amongst the stakeholders. He 

points out that in sustainability debates it is the fear of the loss of identity more than concern for 

environmental harm that drives the debate. After all, when we talk about sustainability, we are 

talking about sustaining the environment so that we can dwell in it. Environmental self-

awareness promotes better behavior within environments.  

Environmental thinkers may insist that we talk about sustaining the environment for its 

own sake rather than for human dwelling. We must consider its intrinsic value rather than its 

instrumental value. Do we sustain the environment because it is worthy of being sustained in 

itself without regard for the benefit that sustainability provides for humans? Or is the value of 

sustainability only that which ensures human survival and flourishing? Any discussion about 

sustainability, whether it is framed in terms of intrinsic value versus instrumental value, cannot 

dismiss the human factor. Until such time that humans are gone and no longer exist, 

sustainability always has a human element. What is sustainability if not a question of the human 

use of things and the welfare of future humans? That is precisely what sustainability is about—

how we can dwell on the planet while keeping the impact of our presence from destroying the 

environment on which we depend for life. I can affirm the intrinsic value of non-human others 

                                                 
1 Murugesh Arunachalam, “A Philosophical Hermeneutics Approach for Understanding Community Dialogue on 
Environmental Problems: A Case Study of Lake Taupo.” Paper presented at The 5th Annual European Conference 
on Research Methodology for Business and Management Studies, Dublin, Ireland, 2006. Retrieved July 1, 2018, at 
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.543.4063&rep=rep1&type=pdf. 
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and still acknowledge the instrumental benefit of the earth’s resources. However, even if it is 

philosophically concluded that there is ultimately no sound argument for the intrinsic value of 

nature, it does not follow that I may use nature any way that I please and I may make other 

ethical arguments why it would be good to treat nature as if it possessed intrinsic value. Intrinsic 

and instrumental value, if we are to think in these categories at all, are better understood as 

complementary. In much environmental thinking, however, these categories of value are 

presented as competing. Both environmental hermeneutic and environmental justice approaches 

can be described as more holistic approaches rather than one of opposing binaries. The question 

becomes, what kind of world do we wish to create and dwell in? Our impact on the planet must 

follow the answer to that question.  

In this chapter, I will briefly discuss environmental justice and then look at some of the 

complementarities that exist between hermeneutics and environmental justice. Environmental 

justice paradigms are profoundly hermeneutical and hermeneutics can also be a way to frame 

dialogue in concrete, actual environmental justice cases. I will focus the remainder of the chapter 

on environmental identity and narrative in an environmental justice context. 

Environmental Justice 

Robert Melchior Figueroa provides a succinct definition of environmental justice: 

Environmental justice, in theory and in practice, addresses a wide range of issues, 
combining the concerns of social justice and environmentalism. Scholars in this field 
usually view the environment not as a purely natural phenomenon but as a set of socially 
and politically conditioned relationships; hence writings on this subject often examine the 
social, cultural, and political setting in which people live, work, and play.2 
 

Environmental justice is essentially a justice movement or civil rights movement in an 

                                                 
2 Robert Melchior Figueroa, “Environmental Justice,” in Encyclopedia of Environmental Ethics and Philosophy, 
Vol. 1, eds. J. Baird Callicott and Robert Frodeman (Macmillan Reference USA, 1st Edition, 2008), 341. 
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environmental context. This is clearly seen, for example, in cases of environmental racism. 

Further, what is called “the environment,” according to Figueroa, is not just the fact of 

environing spaces, but what they mean to those who dwell within them. Spaces where people 

“live, work, and play” are meaningful spaces that also consist of their relationships to one 

another. Peter Wenz writes, “We are all constituents, as well as observers of the environment. So 

when we discuss the environment, we are always to some extent discussing ourselves.”3  For 

environmental justice thinking, the environment does not simply consist in the physical environs 

that surround people or some concept of “nature,” but the social, cultural, and political meanings 

that derive from dwelling there. 

There is not always agreement as to when or how environmental justice as a movement 

was launched. It is not within my purpose here to offer an opinion or perspective. Luke Cole and 

Sheila Foster recognize the ambiguity of when the environmental justice movement began and 

prefer to “think metaphorically of the movement as a river, fed over time by many tributaries.”4 

Cole and Foster list those tributaries (primarily from the perspective of environmental justice in 

the United States) as the Civil Rights Movement, the Antitoxics Movement, the role of 

academics, Native American struggles, the Labor Movement, and, finally, mainstream 

environmentalism. The Women’s Movement should be included as one of these tributaries as 

well. Each of these can be considered compartmentally from environmental justice, yet there is 

clear intersection between them. This intersection can be characterized as representing those who 

come from the margins and are subject to those who exercise power in political conflicts. This is 

                                                 
3 Peter Wenz, “The Importance of Environmental Justice,” in Carolyn Merchant, Ecology, 2nd Edition (Amherst: 
Humanity Books, 2008), 259. 
4 Luke Cole and Sheila Foster, “The Environmental Justice Movement,” in Carolyn Merchant, Ecology, 2nd Edition 
(Amherst: Humanity Books, 2008), 277. 
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why environmental justice, as a movement, arose primarily with regard to women, the poor, 

people of color, and indigenous communities. 

Another key feature of the environmental justice movement is that it is not simply 

concerned with a given people, in a given time and place. Environmental justice considers the 

histories of places and peoples as well as the relationships and interconnections with, as Wenz 

notes, “people who live in different societies at the same time, between people of the present and 

those of the future, between human and nonhuman animals, and between people and the 

biosphere in general.”5 In short, environmental justice concerns all who are affected by human 

behavior and its affect upon where and whenever people live, work, and play. And, I would add, 

the power dynamics between actors. 

Environmental justice scholars generally recognize that, historically, environmental 

justice has concerned itself with distributive justice. Robert Figueroa and Claudia Mills define 

distributive justice with the question: “how are environmental benefits and burdens 

distributed?”6 Environmental injustice occurs when one group receives the benefits by 

disproportionately burdening another group. Further, in the event of an injustice, how is 

compensation or restitution distributed? Figueroa and Mills also note participatory justice as a 

dimension of environmental justice.7 Participatory justice seeks to ensure that all who are 

affected or who would be affected by an environment altering action have a say in how 

                                                 
5 Wenz, 259. 
6 Robert Figueroa and Claudia Mills, “Environmental Justice,” in A Companion to Environmental Philosophy, edited 
by Dale Jamieson (Malden: Blackwell Publishers, 2001), 427. 
7 It is worthwhile to point out that since the time of Figueroa’s and Mill’s collaboration that Figueroa has placed a 
stronger emphasis on recognition justice, arguing that participation is stronger when understood as a facet of 
recognition, more so than one of distribution. See chapter 6 for the discussion on Figueroa and recognition justice. 
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environmental benefits and burdens are distributed. I will discuss the issue of participation under 

the topic of recognition to which chapter 6 is devoted. 

Complementarities in Hermeneutics and Environmental Justice 

Richard Palmer, as noted in chapter 2, claimed that to exist is to be always interpreting. 

While much of existence and experience is non-linguistic (or pre-linguistic), there is no existing 

without comprehending, seeking to comprehend, or miscomprehending, which itself presupposes 

the possibility of comprehension. Comprehension is communicated either to oneself or to 

another in some form of language. Palmer goes on to say that language shapes what we see and 

how we think about it such that our conception of ourselves and our world are not as separate as 

they may first appear.8 Consider this in terms of the definition and description of environmental 

justice studies above. The “environment” of environmental justice is not the mere fact of natural 

phenomena, but the multiple kinds of meaning where we live, work, and play. The environment 

for environmental justice is an interpretively charged dwelling. This is why where we dwell is 

full of memory, stories, and often profound connections. In the context of any environmental 

justice case, that which any particular group of people articulate about where they live, work, and 

play is the work of interpretation. There could be no call for justice if there were not 

understandings that are considered to be disturbed by some intervention into an environment 

where people find meaning and if that disturbance were not considered to be an injustice to the 

peoples dwelling in their environment. If we interpret environments, which we surely do, then it 

is significant when our ability to dwell (to live in those interpretations) suffers. The very 

character of environmental justice discourses—language about environments and their 

                                                 
8 See Richard Palmer, Hermeneutics (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1969), 9. 
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meanings—is an instance of what hermeneutics means by the idea that existence is 

interpretation. 

But why should any particular interpretation of an environment be preferred over 

another? In terms of environmental justice, why should an interpretation of a particular group of 

people matter over another? For example, do the claims of indigenous peoples have a place of 

preference merely because their interpretation came first? Surely, precedence does not 

necessarily imply moral preference. These questions reveal the complementarities between 

environmental hermeneutics and environmental justice. In the chapter 2, I made the argument 

that four characteristics of hermeneutics were present with regard to environments, thereby 

justifying the place of environmental hermeneutics in the hermeneutic tradition. That these four 

criteria are also present in environmental justice studies will become apparent. 

The first is that environments are a locus of interpretation. This first principle is readily 

apparent in environmental justice. Environmental justice is about the variously conditioned 

relationships where we live, work, and play. That there are levels of meaning to be unconcealed 

in apparent meaning where we live, work, and play needs little explanation. This is the very core 

of environmental justice claims. Where we dwell has meaning and when our dwelling is altered, 

that meaning suffers. What is at stake in claims of environmental injustice is that our relationship 

to a place (locus) where we dwell has been harmed. Claims of identity and heritage, frequently a 

part of environmental justice claims, are directly connected to place. Environmental justice as a 

field exists because environments are a locus of interpretation. If there was no construing of 

places and if one’s self understanding was not connected to a place there would be no 

environmental justice studies by any accepted definition. 
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But environments do not possess any single meaning. Does the surplus of meaning with 

regard to environments also obtain in the world of environmental justice? There are two ways in 

which the surplus of meaning is evident. The first is within a given group of people. Amongst 

them there are both collective and individual identities as well as the intersection between the 

two connected to spaces in which the people dwell. Further, it should not be assumed that 

interpretations of an environment are homogenous within a collective of people. People who are 

identified as a collective, such as indigenous people, may not all necessarily share the same 

views of how their environment should be used or what its future should be. The second way in 

which the surplus of meaning is evident with regard to environmental justice is when those 

outside the collectivity of people who dwell within their environment, interpret that environment 

differently. While there are, of course literally hundreds of cases that could be cited, a recent one 

in the United States is the controversy surrounding the Dakota Access Pipeline and the Standing 

Rock Reservation.9 The Sioux Tribe has protested the location to the pipeline on the basis that it 

endangers their water supply and that is goes through a sacred ancestral burial ground. The 

meanings possessed by the Sioux Tribe were not shared by those who saw the land as an 

efficient place through which to transport extracted resources. Interpretation is at work in both 

cases; the result is conflicting interpretations in relation to an environment in a justice issue. 

What is clearly present in environmental justice is the third hermeneutic criteria, which is 

the conflict of interpretations (and typically the conflict and its adjudication is a matter of 

power). Environmental justice cases arise precisely because of the conflict of interpretations. As 

with the surplus meaning, the conflict of interpretations can be seen both internally with a 

                                                 
9 For a thorough background to this controversy and the issues at stake, see Kyle Powys Whyte, “The Dakota Access 
Pipeline, Environmental Injustice, and U.S. Colonialism,” Red Ink: An International Journal of Indigenous 
Literature, Arts, and Humanities, 19:1, 2017, 154 – 169.  
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collective group of people and between individual actors. Individuals within a collective may not 

necessarily view a problem or an issue the same way. Younger people in a collective may, for 

example, interpret their relationship to their environment differently than their parents and seek 

to refigure that relationship. In conflict management with outside groups, members of a 

collective group may disagree about the best course of action. Then, of course, a conflict of 

interpretations between a collective and an outside group is at the heart of environmental justice 

issues. Finally, adjudication is the inevitable ramification that follows upon the reality of 

multiple layers of meaning or conflicts of interpretation. Resolving disputes and conflict 

management in environmental justice cases are instantiations of the hermeneutical principle of 

adjudication.  

Returning to the afore-cited quotation from Peter Wenz, any time we discuss 

environments, we are also discussing ourselves to some extent. In other words, we derive a 

portion of our identity from our relationship to environments in which we dwell. Because 

identities are constituted in relation to our environments, identity is a crucial issue for 

environmental justice. Especially because in environmental justice cases identities are not 

recognized, leading to a situation where certain peoples (e.g., indigenous, people of color) are 

not permitted to define their own relationship to their environment. In the next section, I will 

look at the importance of environmental identity for environmental justice cases that further 

reveals the kinship between environmental hermeneutics and environmental justice.  

Environmental Identity and Justice 

The hermeneutical premise of environmental identity is that all interpretation is also self-

interpretation. When one understands something, oneself is also understood in relation to the 

thing understood. So when interpretation takes place within or about an environment, oneself is 
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also interpreted in relation to that environment. This is an environmental identity. Situations that 

call for environmental justice must account for environmental identities. Where people “live, 

work, and play” is a source for and an integral part of identity. When where we live, work, and 

play becomes subject to environmental degradation or when ways of life connected to place are 

disturbed, the identity that springs from that emplacement—our environmental identity—cannot 

help but to be affected. 

In his writings on environmental justice, Robert Figueroa defines environmental identity 

as “the amalgamation of cultural identities, ways of life, and self-perceptions that are connected 

to a given group’s physical environment.”10 What is clear in Figueroa’s conception of 

environmental identity is that that are multiple factors that are brought together by virtue of 

being connected to a group’s environment. Figueroa notes that environmental identities are both 

individual and communal. In either case, an environmental identity is multivalent. Just as in the 

hermeneutics of the self, the self does not come to know itself immediately, but via multiple 

detours of the signs and symbols of cultural life and in relation to and by passing through the 

other of one’s environment. 

It is this understanding of environmental identity that reveals its importance for 

environmental justice. An offense against a group’s environment is also an attack on their 

identity. If environmental identities are not taken seriously and considered in the process of 

making decisions about actions that will alter or harm an environment it is, according to 

Figueroa, an instance of discrimination. A lack of respect for environmental identity results in 

the “unfair distribution of environmental burdens”11 and reveals the devaluation a society places 

                                                 
10 Robert Melchior Figueroa, “Evaluating Environmental Justice Claims,” in Forging Environmentalism: Justice, 
Livelihood and Contested Environments, ed. Joanne Bauer (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 2006), 371. 
11 Ibid., 372. 
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on affected persons and groups. While more attention will be given to recognition in the 

following chapter, Figueroa is correct that accounting for and understanding environmental 

identities is a necessary aspect of recognition justice. To take time to understand environmental 

identities and to know what those are for an emplaced group of people is precisely an act of 

recognition.  

 For environmental justice, Figueroa notes that the issue of identity often refers to 

identities that are not respected and even despised. “If there were no such despised identities, 

because they were mutually respected, then decision makers would be less likely to produce the 

burdens or create an environmental crisis in the first place.”12 The simple, but clear and obvious, 

and yet profound logic to this statement is that one will not intentionally bring harm upon a 

person or persons whose identities are acknowledged and valued. As Figueroa notes, in 

environmental justice cases, environmental identities are often not considered. Environmental 

identity in environmental justice is crucial to understand. Even in cases where distributive justice 

is reached for reasons outside of recognizing environmental identities, the failure to take 

environmental identities into account almost assured that a given people would be subjected to 

injustice again in the future. The acknowledgement of environmental identities and that such 

identities are important would seem to leave less room to revisit the possibility of altering an 

environment of a given group of people.  

The question can be validly raised, however, of why environmental identities should be 

respected as a basis for decision making regarding an environment. Why should identities 

connected to a physical environment dictate an outcome with regard to that environment? The 

                                                 
12 Robert Melchior Figueroa, “The Environmental Identity Response: An Environmental Justice Perspective on 
Bivalent Efforts to Protect Identity,” an unpublished paper provided to me by the author. 
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American legal principle of eminent domain found in the Fifth Amendment to the Constitution, 

for example, is based on the very idea that private property (property that exists in an 

environment in which persons dwell) can be seized and appropriated for the public good, such as 

for roads or some other public use. Distributive justice is observed as anyone deprived of 

property by the government in eminent domain must be compensated. It does not appear that 

identities of any kind are a concern of the use of eminent domain. As to the question of whether 

environmental identities should be regarded in a case of environmental justice, it is a matter of 

respect for persons. The failure to account for environmental identities is the failure to 

acknowledge the very selfhood of those upon whom an environmental burden is imposed. 

Regardless of the outcome that is navigated and negotiated, environmental identities must be 

accounted for. The recognition of environmental identities gives voice and full participation in 

decisions to those who are affected. Identity, as we have learned from a hermeneutic perspective, 

is dynamic. Identity can grow, change, experience modification—i.e. can be refigured. It is the 

recognition of environmental identity that allows persons to participate in and consent to actions 

that impact that identity. 

Regarding eminent domain, arguments have been made that indicate the importance of 

identity in such cases. In an article that appeared in the Journal of Empirical Legal Studies in 

2008, “Eminent Domain and the Psychology of Property Rights: Proposed Use, Subjective 

Attachment, and Taker Identity,”13 Janice Nadler and Shari Seidman Diamond, discuss the 

concept of “subjective value.” The phrase refers to the value a property owner may attach to her 

property in contrast to whatever the market value may be. The authors argue that regardless of 

                                                 
13 Janice Nadler & Shari Seidman Diamond, “Eminent Domain and the Psychology of Property Rights: Proposed 
Use, Subjective Attachment, and Taker Identity,” in Journal of Empirical Legal Studies, volume 5: issue 4, 
December 2008, 713 – 749. 
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the market value, a property owner may value the property a great deal more. The subjective 

value is tied to, among other things, “the person’s relationship to the property.”14 Examining 

case studies, the argument of the authors is that aspects of subjective value ought to be 

considered in the determination whether to impose eminent domain. What just compensation 

actually is may not be able to be determined by the fair market price alone. Subjective value may 

include, the article continues, things such as memories and milestones, relationships to others in 

the neighborhood, “and the ability of home to provide the opportunity to maintain and express 

personal and group identity.”15 All of these things that attach a person or persons to a home 

sound very much like what Figueroa describes as what constitutes environmental identity in his 

definition above. 

Margaret Jane Radin agrees. She explains that most people “possess certain objects they 

feel are almost part of themselves. These objects are closely bound up with personhood because 

they are part of the way we constitute ourselves as continuing personal entities in the world.”16 A 

“continuing personal entity” seems another way of saying one’s sense of self or identity. Radin 

goes on to describe how certain things in the hands of someone other than an owner have a 

different character. For example, if a jeweler is selling a ring, there is no attachment to the 

object. But for the person who owns the ring there can be a meaningful connection such that a 

person derives a part of their sense of self from it. Applied then to property or land, Radin’s idea 

is that ownership refers to liberty as freedom from interference over “autonomous choices 

                                                 
14 Ibid., 715. Italics added. 
15 Ibid., 721. 
16 Margaret Jane Radin, “Property and Personhood,” in Stanford Law Review, vol. 35, no. 5, (1982), p. 959. 
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regarding control of one’s external environment” and liberty must capture “the idea of the self 

being intimately bound up with things in the external world.”17 

So if even in eminent domain it would be right to consider the relation of the self to 

property because ownership is constitutive of self and identity, it seems clear enough to 

understand the role of environmental identities in cases of environmental justice. What both of 

these articles affirm is the Ricoeurian hermeneutics of the self in that each argues for the role of 

the other in the constitution and formation of identity. This reveals one area of the importance of 

hermeneutics for environmental justice studies and activism. If, as Figueroa argues, the 

consideration of individual and collective environmental identities is required for justice, then a 

hermeneutics of the self can provide the philosophical and rational grounding for the very notion 

of environmental identity.18  

As discussed in Chapter 3, identity is also understood as a narrative identity. When 

placed in an environmental context, environmental identity and narrative environmental identity 

are intimately connected. In the following two sections, I will first examine the idea of narrative, 

hermeneutically construed, in relationship to the demand of environmental justice that people 

speak for themselves. Then, I will bring narrative back to the issue of identity as it relates to how 

environmental justice argues for the recognition of environmental heritage alongside 

environmental identity. 

“We Speak for Ourselves”—Narrative in Environmental Justice 

An early and enduring rallying cry for the environmental justice movement is the phrase 

                                                 
17 Ibid., 960 – 961. 
18 Certainly, disciplines such as environmental psychology and others can explain and describe environmental 
identities for environmental justice and not hermeneutics alone. That said, hermeneutics is uniquely equipped to 
provide the theoretical structure for understanding and articulating the reality of environmental identity. 
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“We speak for ourselves!”19 The claim being made in this phrase, from the standpoint of 

hermeneutics, is that people possess the right to be the authors and interpreters of their own lives 

and to seek to articulate who they are in their own terms. It means that people should be free to 

tell their own stories about themselves. And if it is insisted that people speak for themselves, it 

implies that someone should hear them. The cry to be free to speak contains within it the cry to 

be heard and to be understood. The environmental justice rallying cry reflects the hermeneutical 

principle that we begin in misunderstanding or discord, but we seek mutual understanding and 

belonging to reach that place of deep common accord. Hermeneutics begins in alienation and 

navigates to find the place and experience of belonging. In an environmental justice context, the 

rallying cry presupposes that a given people have been systematically silenced and not permitted 

the agency to speak for themselves and, moreover, to be heard on their own terms—that is, with 

epistemic legitimacy. 

Hearing the cry of those who speak for themselves becomes a matter of venturing out 

into the alien from our place of comfort and familiarity. Gadamer writes: 

There is always a world already interpreted, already organized in its basic relations, into 
which experience steps as something new, upsetting what has led our expectations and 
undergoing reorganization itself in the upheaval. Misunderstanding and strangeness are 
not the first factors, so that avoiding misunderstanding can be regarded as the specific 
task of hermeneutics. Just the reverse is the case. Only the support of familiar and 
common understanding makes possible the venture into the alien, the lifting up of 
something out of the alien, and thus the broadening and enrichment of our own 
experience of the world.20 
 

Venturing out into the alien is, to some extent, counterintuitive. Richard Kearney’s deeply 

insightful work, Strangers, Gods, and Monsters, explicates our fear of otherness. “Ever since 

                                                 
19 We Speak for Ourselves: Social Justice, Race, and Environment, eds. Robert D. Bullard and Dana A. Alston 
(Panos Institute, 1990). 
20 Hans-George Gadamer, Philosophical Hermeneutics, trans. and ed. by David E. Linge (Los Angeles: University 
of California Press, 1976),15. 
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early Western thought equated the Good with notions of self-identity and sameness, whereas the 

experience of evil has often been linked with notions of exteriority. Almost invariably, otherness 

was considered in terms of an estrangement which contaminates the pure unity of the soul.”21 

Hearing the cry of those who would speak for themselves in defense of their stories and identities 

requires a self-conscious openness to what is foreign. This might be described by what Ricoeur 

calls “linguistic hospitality.” Ricoeur writes: “The work of translation, won on the battlefield of a 

secret resistance motivated by fear, indeed by hatred of the foreign, perceived as a threat against 

our own linguistic identity.”22 The other, Kearney and Ricoeur point out, is something to fear as 

a threat to sameness identity and how we articulate our identity, that is to say, one’s linguistic 

identity.  

To let the other speak for themselves is a perceived threat to the same speaking for itself. 

But Ricoeur says that translating the other so as to understand and be open to the other is an 

ethical issue that requires linguistic hospitality. Gadamer would claim that this openness is 

characteristic of the “hermeneutically trained consciousness.” Gadamer’s insight has profound 

implications for environmental justice discourses. A person with hermeneutically trained 

consciousness would not stubbornly resist the meaning of the text, imposing instead one’s own 

fore-meanings: 

Rather, a person trying to understand a text is prepared for it to tell him something. That 
is why a hermeneutically trained consciousness must be, from the start, sensitive to the 
text’s alterity. But this kind of sensitivity involves neither “neutrality” with respect to the 
content nor the extinction of one’s self, but the foregrounding and appropriation of one’s 
own fore-meanings and prejudices. The important thing is to be aware of one’s own bias, 
so that the text can present itself in all its otherness and thus assert its own truth against 
one’s own fore-meanings.23 

                                                 
21 Richard Kearney, Strangers, Gods, and Monsters (New York: Routledge, 2003), 65. 
22 Paul Ricoeur, On Translation (New York: Routledge, 2006), 23. 
23 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, Second, Revised Edition. Trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. 
Marshall, (London and New York: Continuum, 2004 [1989]), 271 – 72.  
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Keeping in mind arguments from the chapter 2 regarding hermeneutics and language, 

simply replace “text” in the fore-going quote with the language of others who speak for 

themselves and it becomes apparent its profound value for environmental justice. In order to hear 

the cry of the other and letting them truly speak for themselves, a hermeneutically trained 

consciousness must be fully cognizant of its own fore-meanings and prejudices to engage in true 

linguistic hospitality so that the language of the other may “assert its own truth” against those 

fore-meanings and prejudices. When those seeking environmental justice proclaim “we speak for 

ourselves,” they are asking to be heard by the hermeneutically trained consciousness. It is a clash 

of identities where fear must be overcome to open up to the stories others will tell. It is a way of 

showing the respect for environmental identities that Figueroa claims is a requirement of 

environmental justice. 

An environmental identity is also a narrative environmental identity. What the work of 

Radin, cited in the preceding section, indicates is that the self is intimately bound up with 

external objects and that one should be free to have control over one’s external environment, for 

this is how the self is constituted in an ongoing way in the world. What Radin does not explicitly 

address, but which is nevertheless unavoidably implied, is that these external objects that we are 

bound to, such as a home or land, have stories attached to them. The sense of self for either the 

individual or a community emerges in the telling of stories. Ways of life are attached to an 

environment through which we remember and recall events that took place, which are meaning-

laden and by which we respond to the question “who?” in our lives. 

Speaking for ourselves means to tell our own stories our way. It is important here to 

recall a central purpose of narrative, what motivates us seek out a narrative, is the “coming 

together of a life” or emplotment. Kearney writes, “We all seek, will-nilly, to introduce some 
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kind of concord into the everyday discord and dispersal we find about us. We may, therefore, 

agree with the poet who described narrative as a stay against confusion.”24 The stories we tell 

about ourselves ground us. The environmental justice cry to be heard goes beyond the obvious: 

“do not pollute our water and air,” or “do not put an oil pipeline through our sacred lands.” The 

cry “we speak for ourselves” is a cry to maintain identity and stability in the midst of a world of 

discord and fragmentation. Figueroa refers to fisherman in Minamata, Japan who, after the 

contamination of fish by a chemical plant, resisted accepting that the fish had been contaminated 

“because it would mean abandoning their traditional way of life and sustenance.”25 To 

acknowledge and accept that the fish were contaminated would bring to a close the narrative of 

generations of people. A way of life that had been a source of concord for generations would be 

ruptured into discord. As such, the fisherman’s understanding of themselves as a narrative 

identity that tied them to the bay would be destroyed.  

The impetus to tell our own stories and to be heard is to gain empathy and understanding. 

Recall here that narrative, exchanging stories, is what gives us a world that can be shared. A 

world that is shared with others is only possible if we allow the stories of others to engender 

empathy within us. Through narrative we can begin, not only to understand worlds other than our 

own, but to receive the stranger and the alien into our lives and to recognize the selfhood of those 

living in them. Empathy, produced by narrative, possesses a crucial role in the determination of 

our agency. Kearney insists that empathy “is a major test not just of poetic imagination but 

ethical sensitivity. And in this regard we might go so far as to say that genocides and atrocities 

represent a radical failure of narrative imagination.”26 As argued above, we do not harm those 

                                                 
24 Richard Kearney, On Stories (New York: Routledge, 2002), 4. 
25 Figueroa, “Evaluating Environmental Justice Claims,” 371 – 72.  
26 Kearney, 139. Emphasis original. 
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whose identities we acknowledge. Every instance of distributing environmental burdens unjustly 

entails ignoring the identities of those harmed. Narrative, I argue, is so fundamentally crucial to 

environmental justice, because of the power of narrative to disclose worlds and to create 

empathy for other identities. As we learned in chapter 3, narrative is not immediately 

prescriptive, but does have a highly ethical element in that stories do lead us to act and to ask 

ourselves how we should act. To hear the stories of others and to understand or seek to 

understand their stories opens up the possibilities of doing justice—in this case, environmental 

justice—to the individuals and communities to who those stories belong. 

The preceding underscores the reality of narrative as discourse or, as Kearney refers to it, 

a “quintessentially communicative act” because all storytelling is “someone telling something to 

someone.”27 Later in On Stories, Kearney adds an extra “something.” In his discussion of the 

ethical role of narrative, he says that there is a teller of a story who tells something (the story 

itself) to a listener about something, that “something” being a world. This narrative process, 

which he claims are held together in a critical hermeneutics, then refers us to action. What do we 

do with the story about a world? 

In an environmental justice context, the storytellers who speak for themselves are both 

the storytellers and the actors in the story. The listeners to the story are those whose actions 

threaten to impose environmental burdens on the storytellers, even to the point of disrupting the 

story. The story is about a world from which the storytellers’ understanding of themselves is 

derived and to which it is intimately connected. The listener, who Kearney calls the “narrative 

interpreter,” must relate the story back to the real world of action and human suffering. This is 

where the ethical implications of narrative come into play for environmental justice. All acting 

                                                 
27 Ibid., 5. Emphasis original. 
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aims at some good and, in Ricoeur’s ethics, aiming at the good life specifically with others and 

for others, embodied in institutions marked by justice. Narrative, as we learned, has the capacity 

to provide for us a shareable world. The world that we finally come to that we wish to share 

comes about by the detours of imagination and pondering the “as if” of possible worlds. This is 

where environmental hermeneutics offers itself most profoundly to environmental justice. Rather 

than being caught up in endless questions of intrinsic or instrumental value, anthropocentrism or 

non-anthropocentrism, environmental hermeneutics simply asks what sort of world do we wish 

to share? This is why, hermeneutically construed, that the environmental justice movement is 

right to insist that “we speak for ourselves!” Environmental justice demands that potentially 

affected people be permitted to be tellers of their own stories, to be heard, and to bring all parties 

in the dialogue to a place of mutual understanding about what, in a given case, is just; and what 

gives us a world that we can share that provides for all the good life with and for others in just 

institutions. 

Narrative and Environmental Heritage 

I would like to briefly now explore the connection between the narrative function and 

what Figueroa refers to as “environmental heritage” in environmental justice. As narrative is 

linked to identity in Ricoeur’s hermeneutics, in Figueroa’s account of environmental justice, 

heritage is likewise closely connected to identity.  

Figueroa’s definition of environmental identity, we saw, is the “amalgamation of cultural 

identities, ways of life, and self-perceptions” connected to a physical environment. He went on in 

that passage to say:  

Environmental identity is closely related to environmental heritage, where the meaning 
and symbols of the past frame values, practices, and places we wish to preserve for 
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ourselves as members of a community. In other words, our environmental heritage is our 
environmental identity in relation to a community viewed over time.28 
 

“Heritage” implies something that is received. As Figueroa says, “the meanings and symbols of 

the past.” These meanings and symbols of the past then “frame values, practices, and places….” 

The obvious hermeneutical link to Figueroa’s description of environmental heritage is the reality 

that our world and our perception of ourselves is mediated. And being mediated, it is received, in 

this case, from the past. But environmental heritage is more than just “closely related” to 

environmental identity. Figueroa states that environmental heritage is environmental identity, 

only in its relationship to the community “viewed over time.” Indeed, environmental heritage is 

both “time” and “narrative,” to call to mind Ricoeur’s narrative theory. Hence, it is important to 

note that offenses against environmental identities are likewise offenses to a given group’s 

heritage as well. 

Figueroa’s concept of environmental heritage can also be framed in terms of the three 

philosophical intentions of Ricoeur’s Oneself as Another delineated in chapter 3 of this 

dissertation. First, one’s knowledge of oneself is not immediate, but comes through reflective 

meditation. The reflection is upon the meanings and symbols handed down that frame a 

community’s values, practices, and places of dwelling. Gadamer’s notion of tradition comes to 

mind wherein dwells the fore-structures of understanding that form the inescapable prejudices 

that we bring to understanding. Secondly, idem and ipse identity correspond to the community 

viewed over time. The community is identifiable over time (idem), but its history contains its 

changes, growth, and development (ipse). The dialectic of idem and ipse identity form the 

meanings and symbols that constitute the community whose heritage is received that, in turn, 

                                                 
28 Figueroa, 372. Emphasis original. 
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have served to frame the values and practices that are held fast to that form the understanding of 

the place in which the community dwells. Thirdly, and finally, if environmental heritage is 

environmental identity in relation to the community over time, then the identity that is 

constituted by an environmental heritage is an identity that is born of the intimacy of an 

otherness whereby one cannot think oneself without the other. For an individual or community, it 

is not the otherness of the past heritage that one seeks to measure up against or to compare 

oneself to, but an otherness of environmental heritage. Figueroa’s description of environmental 

heritage bears the characteristics of an environmental hermeneutics of the self articulated in these 

Ricoeurian terms. 

Just as every identity can also be cast as a narrative identity, environmental heritage, as it 

is important for environmental justice, is also narrative in character. All narrative follows the 

pattern of the three-fold mimesis of prefiguration, configuration, and refiguration. Narrative 

identity, as identity itself, is never static but is dynamic. For environmental heritage, if the past 

frames the plot of a narrative unity, as cited previously in chapter 2, “the composition of the plot 

is grounded in a pre-understanding of the world of action, its meaningful structures, its symbolic 

resources, and its temporal character.”29 This is the very definition of environmental heritage 

articulated by Figueroa. Heritage is marked by the truth that “if human action can be narrated, it 

is because it is always already articulated by sings, rules, and norms. It is always already 

symbolically mediated.”30 Environmental heritage is first and foremost an instance of mimesis₁. 

A narrative that a community speaks for itself begins here. 

                                                 
29 Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative. Vol. I. Trans. by Kathleen Blamey and David Pellauer, (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1984), 54. 
30 Ibid., 57. 
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Mimesis₂ is that received heritage whereby the community in the present narrates itself 

informed by mimesis₁. How do we understand ourselves in the present world and our present 

circumstances and challenges as informed by the symbols of the past that inform and frame our 

understanding of ourselves and our world? When a community speaks for itself—narrates 

itself—it is seeking to preserve itself and, in an environmental justice context, to preserve the 

place to where it is connected and derives its identity. 

Mimesis₃ now comes into play. A community must determine what it is going to do in 

response to the challenges it may face. Even a received tradition, a heritage, must be 

reinterpreted over time. A tradition and heritage exists across time and must be an ongoing story, 

even potentially revealing what we might call a “plot twist” or an entire change of plot. Heritage 

and identity are both dynamic and, like personal identity, pass through an ever persisting 

dialectic of sameness and selfhood, of identity and difference. So each generation must live its 

received heritage in a dialectic of its present and in the reflective meditation about its future, the 

as if or, perhaps, the what if.  

Conflict in Narrative 

Narrative is interpretation. It is an understanding about what has been received from the 

past to be understood in terms of how we should live now and where that will take us in the 

future. As with anything that involves interpretation, there will be disagreements. Sometimes 

those conflicts can exist within a group with a shared narrative. There may be conflict with 

regard to what a narrative heritage means or what its force might be for the present or the future. 

Outside of environmental justice in culture generally, there is a conflict among generations as to 

what once held a community together and defined it over against what a younger generation 

seems to have lost. Amongst a collective in an environmental justice context, there is no 
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guarantee that a group of people who generally share an identity are always going to 

unanimously narrate themselves univocally. 

 The greatest conflict of interpretations with regard to narrative, however, will be found 

in instances of environmental injustice. What is an issue that calls forth the moniker of 

environmental justice if not a conflict of competing narratives that constitute a threat to where 

people live, work, and play? This can take the form, for example, of a non-indigenous narrative 

versus an indigenous narrative. Take a (somewhat) hypothetical case where the mainstream 

narrative is that America must rid itself of dependence on Middle Eastern oil and the way to 

accomplish this goal is to construct oil fields in the Alaskan National Wildlife Reserve (ANWR) 

and pipe it down through Canada to the lower 48 states to be refined. Doing so, however, would 

threaten not only ANWR but, due to the pipeline, would put at risk numerous lands, water 

supplies, and the people who rely those things. 

It matters little if the mainstream narrative is actually true or is the actual motivation of 

oil companies who want to build the oil fields and pipelines. Narratives are powerful political 

tools. While we wish to emphasize the power of narrative to heal and reconcile, it is undeniable 

that there is what David Wood refers to as the “dark side, or the underside, of narrative.”31  

Wood argues that the way in which narrative identities are conceived may lead, rather than to 

openness to the other, just as easily toward war and violence. Narrative, as we would like to see 

it, tells the story of the alien and the stranger and creates greater understanding and even 

empathy. Yet, depending on the dispositions of those immersed in their narrative identity, 

narrative can also create an unyielding rigidity toward those with different stories.  

                                                 
31 David Wood, Time After Time (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007), 164. 
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Wood notes that Kearney (whose narrative philosophy he is critiquing) addresses this by 

insisting that narrative must be subject to the hermeneutics of suspicion as well as the 

hermeneutics of affirmation. In other words, storytellers must always question themselves and be 

open to critique and to change, to think of themselves otherwise. But narrative cannot do this on 

its own. Narrative must be coupled with a commitment to particular ethical principles that are 

observed. Kearney acknowledges that narrative identity, whether personal or communal, is never 

innocent.”32 That is to say that there is no narrative that is not told from a particular perspective 

that has its own interests and ends in mind, Kearney says. Hence, he continues, it is right of 

Habermas and other critical theorists to insist that narratives be subject to the critique of 

ideology. Kearney observes that the “narrative self can only be ethically responsible if it subjects 

its own self-constancy to self-questioning.”33 This is, of course, a very big if. This is also why we 

must have a commitment not to endorse, to quote Kearney again, “the arbitrariness of every 

narrative.”34 Not everything is possible or even moral. Hence, Mugerauer’s claim about 

hermeneutical reasoning applies here: interpretation, and likewise narrative, must be about 

finding valid criteria within what is possible and, I would add, moral. 

Narrative environmental identity provides a powerful and persuasive approach for 

individuals and communities seeking justice and protection, but it is no guarantee. As Figueroa 

would insist, those identities and narrated heritages must be respected. Referring to the Houma 

and Cajuns of Grand Bois, he notes that an environmental heritage “passed on in stories from 

one generation to the next, guides them on the path to personal and cultural security. But the 

                                                 
32 Richard Kearney, Poetics of Imagining: Modern to Post-modern (New York: Fordham University Press, 1998), 
250. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Richard Kearney, On Stories, 147. Emphasis original. 
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Grand Bois people’s narratives are threatened by the local presence of the oil industry.”35 Such a 

threat remains as long as the oil industry remains. Without respecting the identities and heritage 

of the people, the oil company has no real motivation to change its reason for being there. It can 

be said that every environmental injustice is at its core a conflict of interpretations about a place 

where someone lives, works, and plays.  

Discordances and Refiguring Identity Through Narrative 

 There is a parallel between the three-fold mimesis of narrative and the hermeneutics of 

the text as Ricoeur describes it. When one picks up a text and begins to read, one is receiving 

something that has been written. This corresponds to the prefiguration of mimesis₁. As one 

appropriates the text through interpretation and emplotment, this corresponds to the 

configuration of mimesis₂. Finally, the stage in which the “world of the text” then “explodes the 

world of the author,” and interpretation “explicate[s] the type of being-in-the-world unfolded in 

front of the text,”36 we reach the refiguration of mimesis₃. Appropriation, in the hermeneutic 

sense, is then linked to what Ricoeur calls self-understanding in front of the work. When one 

understands something, one also has passed through it to understand oneself. So Ricoeur says 

that “what I appropriate [in the world of the work] is a proposed world” in front of the text that is 

unfolded, discovered, and revealed. “Henceforth, to understand is to understand oneself in front 

of the text.”37 

Ricoeur’s three-fold mimesis is, it seems, a hermeneutic description of Figueroa’s 

account of environmental identity and environmental heritage. Figueroa described environmental 

                                                 
35 Figueroa, 372. 
36 Ricoeur, From Text to Action, pp. 85- 86. Emphasis original. 
37 Ibid., 87 – 88. 
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identity as the amalgamation of a variety of different things connected to the environment in 

which a group dwells and environmental heritage as environmental identity in relation to the 

community viewed over time. Also, environmental heritage is both the meanings and the 

symbols received from the past that shape present values and practices. It is quite clear that 

inherited meanings and symbols corresponds to the prefiguration of mimesis₁. Figueroa refers to 

“meanings and symbols of the past.” Ricoeur refers the “meaningful structures and symbolic 

resources” that constitute a pre-understanding of the world of action. This is heritage received. 

A received heritage then informs for the individual and community the values and 

practices of the present as well as the places that are desired to be preserved. In other words, 

present life is configured (mimesis₂) from this heritage. A group forms (emplots) its 

environmental identity in their present life and situation. Yet, this hermeneutic appropriation of 

the past is not a static bringing the past forward to the present. The story remains dynamic. The 

appropriation of the past in the present situation sets the stage for the refiguration (mimesis₃) 

whereby the community over time experiences its identity “in front of the work,” a world 

proposed by the world received. Possible worlds are revealed as the community understands 

itself while preserving the places, practices, and values that define it. 

The foregoing is a positive exposition of how three-fold mimesis works for communities 

in terms of their environment, the places in which they live, work, and play. But what about 

those cases where, as Figueroa says, communities suffer harm to their environmental heritage 

and are thereby “forced” contrary to their will to conceive anew their identity? In the positive 

sense, the hermeneutic account of narrative in its three-fold mimesis is, in practice, how 

communities move through time and provides a way in which communities can “speak for 

themselves” to persuade other players to respect their environmental identity and heritage. Does 
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the hermeneutic account of narrative offer a way to rethink environmental identity and heritage 

after injustice?  

 When harm comes to a group’s environmental heritage and identity and that harm 

imposes upon them the need to refigure identity, this would be what is called “discordance” in 

hermeneutic narrative theory. Ricoeur recalls Dilthey’s concept of the connectedness of life or 

the “coming together” of a life as a narrative function. Our stories give meaning to our lives. It is 

this “connectedness that the narrative theory of personal identity attempts to articulate….”38 The 

undeniable consequence of a disrespected or despised environmental identity and environmental 

heritage is that the connectedness and coming together of a life becomes disconnected and pulled 

apart. This is the ramification of environmental injustice.  

Ricoeur refers to this as a discordance that poses a threat to the identity of the story. He 

defines discordances as “the reversals of fortune that make the plot an ordered transformation 

from an initial situation to a terminal situation.”39 I referred above to Figueroa’s account of the 

Japanese fishermen who did not want to even admit that fish in the bay had been contaminated, 

because it would mean departing from a way of life that was centuries old, where the fish and the 

bay only heal. It is one thing when the process of three-fold mimesis configures and refigures 

identity over time. Certainly, this is the very notion of the hermeneutics of the self that focuses 

not on a static, but a dynamic sense of identity that is constantly in the dialectic of idem and ipse 

and, even more, the dialectic of the self with the other than self. But it is quite difference when 

three-fold mimesis takes place by an injustice that introduces discordance into the narrative 

heritage in the lives of a people. 

                                                 
38 Paul Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, trans. by Kathleen Blamey. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1992), 
141. 
39 Ibid. 
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What three-fold mimesis must do in the context of discordance is to navigate the injustice 

through to find a way to reconnect what was disconnected, to pull back together a life that has 

been pulled apart. In particular, the functions of configuration and refiguration must find new 

and possible worlds while simultaneously preserving the memory of the past. It may be the case 

many times that what has been lost cannot simply be restored as it was. If the heart of the 

environmental justice movement is “we speak for ourselves,” it must not only mean that a group 

speaks of its past or present, but also must not be hindered from speaking their future.  

Janet Donohoe writes of the “Betweenness of Monuments,”40 by which she means that a 

monument must not only be a commemoration of the past, but maintain a hermeneutic tension 

between memory and history. The commemorative narrative of a monument, Donohoe argues, 

should not reduce memory to history, diminishing the memory to an archive of the past, but 

speak to the present and future as well. A memorial or monument does not bid us just to 

remember the past. Indeed, how can we remember it “when it happened before I was born.”41 To 

the contrary, a memorial must maintain the tension between memory and history so that we are 

attentive to configure and refigure ourselves such that such a horrid injustice is not repeated. The 

Minamata Disease Municipal Museum is one such memorial. From the website: 

The aim of the Minamata Disease Municipal Museum is collecting and preserving 
valuable materials about Minamata disease which is considered as one of the earliest 
pollution problems in Japan, and handing down the lessons and experiences of Minamata 
disease to future generations so they do not fade away. Through displays and storytellers, 
we exhibit and tell the history and present situation of Minamata disease and the hard 
situations that patients experienced, such as the suffering and discrimination, in order to 
prevent the reoccurrence of disastrous pollution like Minamata disease.42  
 

                                                 
40 Janet Donohoe, “The Betweenness of Monuments,” in Clingerman, Forrest, Martin Drenthen, Brian Treanor, and 
David Utsler, eds., Interpreting Nature: The Emerging Field of Environmental Hermeneutics, (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2013), 264 – 280. 
41 Ibid., 278. 
42 See https://minamata195651.jp/guide_en.html. 
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When discordance has come in and disconnected and fragmented the narrative, what must be 

remembered is the prefigured heritage, its disruption as not part of the story through which we 

configure and refigure environmental identity that simultaneously preserves the past while 

opening up the possibility to narrate new worlds.
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CHAPTER 6 

THE HERMENEUTICS OF RECOGNITION FOR ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 

The importance of recognition justice for environmental justice cannot be understated. 

The previous chapter noted the emphasis placed by Robert Figueroa on the importance of 

respecting environmental identities and environmental heritages for environmental justice. 

According to Figueroa, understanding environmental identities and environmental heritages is a 

demand of recognition justice.1 What is recognition justice if not recognizing identities and 

heritages (i.e. identities viewed over time)? Recognition, as we shall see later, is itself closely 

linked to identity, because to recognize is to identify. When recognizing groups in environmental 

justice situations, environmental identities and environmental heritages are significant aspects of 

recognition. 

What makes recognition justice so important for environmental justice is that 

compensatory or distributive justice, as important as these may be, are not adequate to prevent or 

end environmental injustices. Figueroa observes: 

Compensation alone…cannot alter a pattern of injustices. Communities must also have a 
voice in environmental policy. In its political recognition dimension, environmental 
justice calls for the institutions of mainstream environmentalism to be transformed to 
include the voices of those most affected by the environmental burdens. Otherwise, 
harmful environmental practices are likely to continue. Thus, while compensatory justice 
is an important dimension of environmental justice, political recognition is central to the 
project of ending environmental injustice.2 

Figueroa goes on to note the same for distributive justice, highlighting that who has the 

power to distribute is not something that can be addressed by distributive justice alone. 

1 Robert Melchior Figueroa, “Evaluating Environmental Justice Claims,” in Forging Environmentalism: Justice, 
Livelihood and Contested Environments, ed. Joanne Bauer (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 2006), 371. 
2 Ibid., 367. 
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Representation and participation are the fullest expressions of environmental justice and 

these are not achieved outside of recognition. 

In this chapter, I will look at Figueroa’s appropriation of Nancy Fraser’s bivalent 

justice theory for environmental justice, with his emphasis on recognition justice. With 

the help of critical theorists, most notably Habermas, I will emphasize that recognition in 

action results in the full participation of those recognized by granting communicative 

power to those affected. If the subjects of environmental justice insist that “we speak for 

ourselves,” then it is important to note that such speaking is more than just being heard 

by those in power, but that such communication is itself rooted in the recognition of the 

rights and authority of those who speak. 

Bivalent Justice and Recognition 

Traditional theorizing about environmental justice in particular and political philosophy 

in general has focused on distributive justice as the central paradigm. More recent scholarship 

has shifted toward the importance and necessity of recognition justice. Regrettably, these two 

paradigms have often been approached as theoretical competitors, an antithetical binary, dividing 

the discourse into “camps” as if all questions of justice could be reduced simply to a single 

paradigmatic structure. Nancy Fraser noted this division and said that the “redistribution 

orientation has a distinguished philosophical pedigree” for the past 150 years, however the 

“recognition orientation” has attracted political philosophers “seeking to develop a new 

normative paradigm that puts recognition at its center.”3 In response to this division, Fraser 

offers her theory of bivalent justice in which she argues that some collectivities (e.g. gender and 

                                                 
3 Nancy Fraser, “Recognition without Ethics?” in Theory, Culture, & Society, 2001, Vol. 18 (2 – 3): 21 – 42. 
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race) call for both distributive and recognition justice independently of one another. Fraser 

writes: 

Bivalent collectivities, in sum, may suffer both socioeconomic maldistribution and 
cultural misrecognition in forms where neither of these injustices is an indirect effect of 
the other, but where both are primary and co-original. In their case, neither the politics of 
redistribution alone nor the politics of recognition alone will suffice. Bivalent 
collectivities need both.4 
 

Fraser rejects the either/or approach to political philosophy and calls for a framework that 

includes both redistribution and recognition. While each can be distinguished from the other and 

often arise independently, they nonetheless can arise simultaneously.  

Figueroa introduced Fraser’s bivalent theory to environmental justice5 and, as noted by 

Kyle Powys Whyte, was the first philosopher to articulate the importance of recognition justice 

for environmental justice.6 Following the course of political philosophy, environmental justice 

theorizing has emphasized the redistribution orientation as explained in the preceding chapter. 

This is crucial in Figueroa’s conception of environmental justice, we have seen, because the 

ultimate aim of ending environmental injustice is impossible apart from recognition justice.  

What shape does recognition justice take when contextualized within environmental 

justice situations? In Figueroa’s account, political representation is central. In an environmental 

justice context, political representation asks questions such as the following: “Are all groups with 

vital interests in environmental decision-making represented in their own voice?” Further, “Are 

local knowledge systems accounted for in the analysis of the problems and the formulation of 

                                                 
4 Nancy Fraser, “Social Justice in the Age of Identity Politics: Redistribution, Recognition, and Participation,” 
Tanner Lectures on Human Values (Spring 1996), 15. 
5 Robert Melchior Figueroa, “Debating the Paradigms of Justice: The Bivalence of Environmental Justice,” (PhD 
diss., University of Colorado Boulder, 1999). See also Figueroa, “Bivalent Environmental Justice and the Culture of 
Poverty,” Rutgers University of Law and Urban Policy, Vol. 1:1 (2004), 27 – 44. 
6 Kyle Powys Whyte, “An Environmental Justice Framework for Indigenous Tourism,” Environmental Philosophy, 
Vol. 7:2 (2010), 78. 
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solutions?” Finally, “Are the environmental identities and environmental heritage of the affected 

community represented and respected in the process?”7  

Each question merits further comment.  First, the groups in question are characterized as 

those with “vital interests.” Vital stems from the Latin root, “vita”—that which belongs to life. 

Here we are not talking about mere competing interest in a particular environment by 

disinterested groups. To the contrary, when decisions are made about an environment, it must be 

asked if there are groups whose very lives are attached to that environment. Does this 

environment “belong to the life” of any particular group? This can be anything from a way of life 

(environmental heritage) or even their very existence. An example at the time of this writing is a 

recent story about the tribes of North Sentinel Island, a small island located in the Bay of Bengal. 

A 27 year old Christian missionary was determined to convert the tribe and, in spite of the laws 

against going to the island, chartered a boat to embark on his missionary task. He was killed by 

the tribe for coming near their home. It is actually illegal to approach the North Sentinel Island. 

The reason is that contact with anyone from the outside world could expose the tribe to diseases 

to which they have no immune resistance. The tribe has for generations had no contact with the 

outside world, so much so that no one knows, according to one report, what language they speak 

or what belief system, if any, they follow.8 From an environmental justice and recognition 

perspective, the vital interests of this tribe included the literal preservation of their lives as well 

as their way of life. Hence, the laws protecting the tribe of North Sentinel Island meet the 

requirements of recognition justice. 

                                                 
7 Figueroa, “Evaluating Environmental Justice Claims,” 367. 
8 https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/john-allen-chau-killed-tribe-north-sentinel-island-andaman-
christian-missionary-a8646201.html. Accessed February 23, 2019. 
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Not only must groups be recognized if they have vital interests in an environment when 

a decision is to be made, but they must be able to speak with their own voice. Groups must be 

allowed to articulate themselves in their own language and as they understand themselves. 

Following Ricoeur’s principle of linguistic hospitality, the stories of strangers must be translated 

so that they might be understood by others. Hermeneutically, that which is alien must become 

familiar and that which is distant brought near. When environmental decision-making is to take 

place, affected groups with genuinely vital interests must be represented in their own voice. 

Figueroa’s second question asked whether local knowledge systems are used when 

analyzing potential problems of environmental decision-making. Taking into account local 

knowledge could be understood as one way to permit groups to speak with their own voice. 

Local knowledge is sometimes amassed over generations and, thus, local groups can offer an 

understanding not readily apparent to outside decision makers with regard to how environmental 

decision-making can affect an environment, especially negatively. Likewise, reaching effective 

solutions to problems and issues can come from the knowledge systems to which Figueroa 

refers. 

The question of the representation and respect to environmental identities and 

environmental heritages seems, in terms of environmental recognition justice, the foundation of 

the first two questions. Would groups with vital interests be brought to the table if their 

environmental identities and environmental heritages are not respected? While one could argue 

that local knowledge systems could be accounted for strictly on a pragmatic and utilitarian basis, 

how much more openness would come out of respect for environmental identities and 

environmental heritages? 
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The three questions that Figueroa identifies as necessary for recognition justice are a 

part of the question, he says, of political representation. Political representation presupposes the 

right of participation of groups with these vital interests in their environment. In the next section, 

I will explore the relationship of participation to the bivalence of distributive and recognition 

justice. 

Participatory Parity and Bivalent Environmental Justice 

Nancy Fraser takes up participation under the name of “participatory parity,” which calls 

for “members of society to interact with one another as peers.”9 Participation is increasingly 

being understood and a crucial aspect of environmental justice. Is participatory parity a function 

of distribution and/or recognition? Or does it stand on its own? Is bivalent justice an adequate 

theory or are there other approaches? 

Why link distribution and recognition with participation? Why not designate it as its own 

category in a pluralistic understanding of environmental justice? David Schlosberg’s influential 

works have contributed to such a pluralistic view.10 More recently, Gordon Walker has built 

upon and added to this understanding enlarging upon the “multiple meanings” of environmental 

justice.11 Schlosberg argues that “attempts to classify, explain, or analyze environmentalism have 

excluded and marginalized significant parts of the movement.”12 This is certainly true, but must 

                                                 
9 Nancy Fraser, “Recognition without Ethics,” 29. 
10 See David Schlosberg, Defining Environmental Justice: Theories, Movements, and Nature (Oxford; New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2007 [2009]); Schlosberg, Environmental Justice and the New Pluralism (Oxford; New 
York: Oxford University Press 1999 [2002]); Schlosberg, “Reconceiving Environmental Justice: Global Movements 
and Political Theories,” in Environmental Politics, Vol 13: No. 3,  Autumn 2004, 517 – 540. 
11 Gordon Walker, “Beyond Distribution and Proximity: Exploring the Multiple Spatialities of Environmental 
Justice,” in Spaces of Environmental Justice, eds. Ryan Holifield, Michael Porter, and Gordon Walker (Malden: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 24 – 46. 
12 Schlosberg, Environmental Justice and the New Pluralism, 4. 
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all classification, explanation, and analysis result in exclusion and marginalization? The 

necessary and important message of trivalent or multivalent, environmental justice is that there 

are many things at stake in question of environmental justice. Walker rightly observes that in 

terms of activism, environmental justice has always known that distribution is not the only 

concern.13 The multiple meanings and concerns of environmental justice notwithstanding, the 

organization of such into proper theoretical structures is highly important to their effective 

application for public praxis. So in what follows I intend to offer a theoretical structure for the 

purpose of understanding in order that the public and political application can be functional. To 

move forward in my focus on a critical recognition justice, I must return momentarily to the 

bivalent schema of environmental justice.  

As Fraser noted, there are instances in which injustices of distribution and recognition co-

exist in a single collectivity and neither is the product of the other—each is “primary and co-

original.” What is clear about both distribution justice and recognition justice is that each may be 

either an independent feature or exist alongside the other in any given justice situation, but each 

can be thought of without dependence on the other. This in my view is a fundamental 

justification of the bivalent paradigm. Should it be the case that any other of the multiple 

meanings of environmental justice share the same autonomy, then we might broaden our 

description of environmental justice to be tri- or multivalent. That is certainly a discussion that 

should remain open.  

In light of the foregoing, for participation to be a distinct category creating a trivalent 

environmental justice paradigm, it must be able to be thought of on its own—that is, without 

dependence upon another environmental justice meaning or dimension. It must be “primary or 

                                                 
13 Walker, “Beyond Distribution,” 27. 
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co-original.” But in what case where participation exists can it be thought of apart from 

distribution or recognition? When potentially affected individuals or groups participate in an 

environmental justice case is it ever independent of distribution or recognition even by 

implication? It seems that participation is never primary nor does it ever co-originate with other 

aspects of environmental justice. From where, then, does participation originate? Participation, in 

its fullest sense, is a function of recognition. Do the unrecognized participate? Exclusion from 

participation is precisely emblematic of misrecognition. Participation is without question a 

distinct meaning and category of environmental justice. But while it is distinct, participation is in 

no case independent of either distribution or, as this chapter is concerned with, recognition.  

What form does participation take? How do collectivities participate? A fundamental 

principle is revealed in the Habermas quotation at the start of this chapter. Habermas writes: 

“The political public sphere can fulfill its function of perceiving and thematizing encompassing 

social problems only insofar as it develops out of the communication taking place among those 

who are potentially affected.” If a social problem is encompassing we must ask who it is that is 

encompassed. The answer to this question is already within the sentence. The social problem 

encompasses those who might be affected by the existence of the problem. By definition, the 

social situation is not a problem to those not affected by it. The next step contained in this single 

sentence is that proper understanding (perception and thematization) of the problem consists in 

communication among those potentially affected. Habermas seems to be saying that a social 

problem cannot be correctly understood without such communication. Those who are 

encompassed by the social problem are necessary to the right perception and thematization of the 

social problem. The link between recognition and communication is evident. The criterion for 
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recognition is the potential to be affected and the consequence of such a potential is the necessity 

of discourse. 

For such a system to work, social integration is presupposed. By “social integration” I do 

not mean a homogenizing reduction to sameness of the members of a social order. Such would 

not be true integration at all but a subsuming of all persons into a particular ideal or conception 

of the good. Integration is something quite different. For example, to speak of the integrity of the 

body presupposes several distinct parts that all function together for the health of the whole. True 

integration is predicated upon difference. Social integration must mean the wide participation of 

society’s very different members and groups to the end of the attainment of the good life for all 

even when conceptions of the good life may vary. Yet, even with the wide variance of 

conceptions of the good life, the communication inherent in social integration presupposes a 

commonality, or potential commonality, of understanding that allows for mutual recognition. 

Habermas writes: “In this sense, communicative action refers to a process of 

argumentation in which those taking part justify their validity claims before an ideally expanded 

audience. Participants in argumentation proceed on the idealizing assumption of a 

communication community without limits in social space and historical time.”14 An essential 

aspect of communication is revealed in these two simple sentences. If different parties are going 

to take the trouble to communicate with one another, this communicative action assumes that 

both parties are capable of understanding each other. Habermas cannot be referring to a 

“communication community” in which all values and conceptions of the good life are already 

shared. The need for communication is predicated upon the difference of such values and 

                                                 
14 Jürgen Habermas, Between Facts and Norms: Contributions to a Discourse Theory of Law and Democracy, trans. 
William Regh, (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1996), p. 322. Italics original. 
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conceptions, but also upon the hope of co-existence in a cooperative social order. Here the 

Gadamerian claim of the universality of hermeneutics rings true. By the universality of 

hermeneutics it is not meant that everyone already shares and understands in the same way the 

same language. Rather, it is the universal understanding that we are language beings and we have 

the capability through language of coming to mutual understanding or, shall we say, mutual 

recognition. It is here that it begins to be seen more evidently the hermeneutical foundations of 

environmental justice discourse. 

Hans-Georg Gadamer observes that all understanding is “language-bound.”15 That is to 

say, whatever we experience and to whatever degree that experience is pre-linguistic, it is always 

articulated to others or even ourselves in language. Being is not language but as Gadamer 

famously observed, “Being that can be understood is language.”16 The Habermasian 

communication community could not be realized if the claim of the universality of hermeneutics 

that we are language beings were not true. Again, the claim is not that through language we 

already understand one another but our nature as language beings makes mutual understanding 

possible where it did not exist previously. Language is also finitude and it is “[p]recisely through 

our finitude, the particularity of our being, which is evident even in the variety of languages, the 

infinite dialogue is opened in the direction of the truth that we are.”17 Moreover, dialogue is the 

hermeneutical basis of “making what is alien our own.”18 In environmental justice terms, this 

                                                 
15 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Philosophical Hermeneutics, trans. David E. Linge (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1976 [1977]), 15. 
16 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd rev. ed., trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall (New York: 
Continuum Press, [1975, 1989] 2004), 470. 
17 Gadamer, Philosophical Hermeneutics, 16. 
18 Ibid., 19. 
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means that through dialogue made possible through the hermeneutic universality of language 

mutual understanding (and, thus, recognition) is attainable.  

Paul Ricoeur offers the next link in the hermeneutical chain. Although we are linguistic 

beings capable of mutual understanding through dialogue, how do we navigate through our 

finitude made evident in the variety of languages to finally come to the point mutual 

understanding? The problem that presents itself is one of translation. Understanding is not a 

structural apprehension of language whereby one simply takes the words another says and 

through a grammatical exercise decodes the meaning. Language is temporally bound and comes 

out of culture and tradition. Hearing you is not merely hearing your words. Hearing is hearing 

you through your words. I must make a translation that enables me to understand a world from 

which I do not come. Translation is a means by which I make the alien my own. This is what 

Ricoeur calls, as has been noted, ‘linguistic hospitality.”19 In his introduction to Ricoeur’s work 

on translation, Richard Kearney describes Ricoeur’s project as one in which nations 

communicate “based upon an exchange of memories and narratives between different nations, 

for it is only when we translate our own wounds into the language of strangers and retranslate the 

wounds of strangers into our own language that healing and reconciliation can take place.”20 

Habermas’s communication community through which parties understand one another is seems 

to share the same hermeneutic basis. 

The linguisticality inherent in critical discourse reaches back even to the foundational 

rallying cry of the environmental justice movement—“we speak for ourselves.”21 Groups of 

                                                 
19 Paul Ricoeur, On Translation (New York: Routledge, 2006), 23. 
20 Richard Kearney, “Introduction: Ricoeur’s philosophy of translation,” in Ricoeur, On Translation, xx. 
21 We Speak for Ourselves: Social Justice, Race, and Environment, eds. Robert D. Bullard and Dana A. Alston 
(Panos Institute, 1990). 
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people who will be affected by potential actions want to be a part of the communication 

community. They want their memories and narratives translated for the understanding of others. 

Habermas writes: “Communicative action…depends on the use of language oriented to mutual 

understanding….Every speech act involves the raising of criticizable validity claims aimed at 

intersubjective recognition.”22 What makes communicative action (what is also called 

communicative reason) possible… 

...is the linguistic medium through which interactions are woven together and forms of 
life are structured. This rationality is inscribed in the linguistic telos of mutual 
understanding and forms an ensemble of conditions that both enable and limit…. In 
seeking to reach an understanding, natural-language users must assume, among other 
things, that the participants pursue their illocutionary goals without reservations, that they 
tie their agreement to the intersubjective recognition of criticizable validity claims, and 
that they are ready to take on the obligations resulting from consensus and relevant for 
further interaction…. Communicative rationality is expressed in a decentered complex of 
pervasive, transcendentally enabling structural conditions, but it is not a subjective 
capacity that would tell actors what they ought to do. 
 
Unlike the classical form of practical reason, communicative reason is not an immediate 
source of prescriptions. It has a normative content only insofar as the communicatively 
acting individuals must commit themselves to pragmatic presupposition of a 
counterfactual sort.23 
 

This lengthy quote reveals important aspects of how communicative reason works. It is of 

particular importance to highlight that communicative reason, Habermas says, “is not an 

immediate source of prescriptions.” The point here (and especially as it applies to environmental 

justice discourses) is that the normative or prescriptive element only arises from the consensus 

between communicative actors who are committed to mutual understanding. 

This chapter is not the first to raise the question of the importance for 

deliberative/communicative participation in environmental justice. Christian Hunold and Iris 

                                                 
22 Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, 18. Italics mine. 
23 Ibid., 3 – 4.  
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Marion Young, for example, have proposed the communicative model for hazardous siting 

decisions.24 Recognition, however, is not explicitly addressed, although I think, at least in 

Hunold’s and Young’s piece, it is assumed or implied even if not intentionally. For example, in 

response to a general lack of confidence in a communicatively democratic procedure to meet the 

demands of justice, Hunold and Young offer three reasons why it is the most just model. The 

first reason is that communicative participation respects the “interests and autonomy” of those 

potentially affected. Secondly, communicative participation is better suited to “arrive at a 

distributively fair solution to an environmental problem.” And, finally, communicative 

participation will yield the “wisest decision” because if “all affected social positions and 

perspectives are included in the discussion, then each can contribute their situated knowledge of 

how various proposals would affect the people whose lives they know best and the environment 

in which they live. When these situated knowledges are pooled and synthesized through 

discussion, everyone is likely to develop a more comprehensive understanding of the social 

consequences of proposals….”25 

The second reason offered speaks to the distributive side of the bivalent paradigm, 

however distribution is secondary to participation and recognition. Hunold and Young write that 

“a communicatively democratic process is most likely to arrive at a distributively fair solution to 

an environmental problem.”26 Their argument indicates that just distribution arises from a 

“communicatively democratic process,” a process which requires participation and recognition. 

Although distributive justice can exist as “primary and co-original,” an argument could be made 

                                                 
24 Christian Hunold and Iris Marion Young, “Justice, Democracy, and Hazardous Siting,” Political Studies XLVI 
(1998), 82 – 95. 
25 Ibid., 87. Italics mine. 
26 Ibid. 
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distributive justice comes to its fullest as a consequence of recognition and through a subsequent 

“communicatively democratic process.” 

The third reason that communicatively democratic procedure is most just is because it 

welcomes into the discussion “situated knowledges” (what Figueroa referred to as local 

knowledge systems). Situated knowledges assume that people know their own environment best 

and aim at a “more comprehensive understanding of the social consequences” at stake. To open 

up participation to potentially affected groups for these reasons is not a matter of distribution, but 

clearly of recognition. It welcomes (linguistic hospitality) the environmental justice ethos “we 

speak for ourselves.” If Hunold and Young as well as other theorists of participation are correct, 

and it seems that they are, then recognition justice, and the role of participation in justice through 

a deliberative/communicative model (critical or communicative recognition justice), is an 

important way to understand the recognition side of bivalence for environmental justice. 

Recognition, Participation, and Identity 

Another unnamed but implicit aspect that communicatively democratic procedures reveal 

is that of identity and, along with identity, heritage. Is it helpful or harmful to link identity to 

recognition or to characterize the demeaning of identity as misrecognition? Fraser thinks it is 

harmful.27 She argues that to construe “misrecognition as damaged identity…emphasizes 

psychic structure over social institutions and social interaction.”28 This proposition runs directly 

counter to Figueroa’s insistence that environmental identities must be respected as a function of 

recognition justice. Fraser identifies an alleged risk of intrusive forms of consciousness. 

                                                 
27 Nancy Fraser, Recognition without Ethics?.” For her discussion on identity and recognition see 23 – 25. Fraser 
provides a more detailed critique of linking recognition and identity her article “Rethinking Recognition,” New Left 
Review (3, May/June 2000), 107 – 120. 
28 Ibid., 24. 
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Moreover, because we are dealing with the identities of a people, we risk imposing a group or 

collective identity that is simplistic and “denies the complexity of people’s lives.” Further, the 

identity model denies “internal heterogeneity” and “obscures the struggles within social groups 

for the authority, and indeed for the power, to represent them.”29 In other words, it seems that a 

focus on identity is actually harmful to people’s identities. Instead of identity, she proposes 

social status as the object of recognition. She believes that this is to be preferred because “what 

requires recognition is not group-specific identity but rather the status of group members as full 

partners in social interaction.” Misrecognition is not a matter of harm to group identity but 

“social subordination in the sense of being prevented from participating as a peer in social 

life.”30 There are several problems in Fraser’s analysis. 

First, identity is reduced to psychic structure and, in terms of her 2000 essay in the New 

Left Review, identity is simply “one’s relation to one’s self.”31 Fraser’s reductive account of 

identity obscures the very complexity of identity that she seeks to defend. Her view also denies 

that “group identity” does not impose identity on individuals from without as if it was a mere 

collective identity that a person’s individuality must submit to, but individual persons understand 

themselves in relationship to social groups. Similarly, Ricoeur’s hermeneutics of the self is 

multi-valent and not contained in the cogito but is constituted through the other. By failing to 

give a more complete account of identity she has failed to give a proper account of identity in 

relation to recognition. It could be argued that her legitimate critiques of the dangers of identity 

politics is that the problem is not with identity itself but with reductive understandings of 

identity, much of the same kind that she makes. 

                                                 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Nancy Fraser, “Rethinking Recognition,” 109 – 110. 
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Fraser’s defense of the heterogeneity of identity is also problematic. The dynamics of 

deliberative/communicative participation apply not only to the group in dialogue with those 

external to them but internally to members of the group as well. Fraser is quite correct to 

acknowledge the internal struggles of particular groups as to how they are to be represented 

socially and politically. But this is not a reason to exclude identity from recognition but, as a 

communicative procedure suggests, all the more reason to understand the complex dynamics of 

identity. Her defense of heterogeneity of identity is to exclude identity from recognition and this 

is why it is problematic. The answer to preserve heterogeneous complex identities is not to 

exclude them but to bring them in all their complexity into the conversation. 

Lastly, her suggestion that we should consider status as opposed to identity assumes that 

social status has no link to or affect upon individual and collective identities. Status and identity 

need not be opposed. Her rationale is that misrecognition does not harm identity but results in 

social subordination. But is not subordination of any kind a direct attack upon esteem and, 

therefore, an attack on identity. Again, the problem in Fraser’s analysis is to relegate identity 

exclusively to the psychic sphere that has absolutely nothing to do with external relationships. 

Such an artificial separation is entirely untenable in terms of environmental identity and heritage 

when introduced to environmental justice discourses.  

To return to Robert Figueroa’s definitions of environmental identity and environmental 

heritage cited in the previous chapter in parts, here is the full quote:  

Recognition justice demands that we fully account for the situational aspects of group 
mobilization for environmental justice by understanding the individual and community 
environmental identities and environmental heritages at stake. An environmental identity 
is the amalgamation of cultural identities, ways of life, and self-perceptions that are 
connected to a given group’s physical environment…. Environmental identity is closely 
related to environmental heritage, where the meanings and symbols of the past frame 
values, practices, and places we wish to preserve for ourselves as members of a 
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community. In other words, our environmental heritage is our environmental identity in 
relation to the community viewed over time.32 
 

Notice that Figueroa’s conception of environmental identity takes into consideration both the 

individual and communal aspects. Also, Figueroa is claiming here that understanding 

environmental identities is required to “fully account” for “situational aspects” of a group as it is 

demanded by recognition. Linking situational aspects to identity, Figueroa closes the gap 

between identity and status that are exclusive in Fraser’s view. This is no doubt one of his best 

insights in that essay. When Fraser supplants identity with status, claiming that full participation 

is a function of status without reference to identity, she is unwittingly arguing that personal and 

collective identities are not important with regard to participation in decisions in which they will 

be affected. But it seems clear that that what is at stake is not mere “social status” but the very 

self-understanding of persons and groups in relation to their environment. By separating social 

status from identity, Fraser also endangers the importance of difference and diversity in the 

formation of a communicative democracy. Identity, not in the reductive psychic sense, but in the 

full hermeneutical sense of polysemic and dynamic identity, must be a part of the discussion of 

admission to equal social, participatory status. To be sure, Fraser is right to note that status is 

relevant to institutional structures, but she is wrong to think that identity can be excluded or are 

not relevant to institutional structures. What is at stake when participation as a “full member of 

society” is in question is the identity of potential participants. Identity is inescapable because the 

question of participation is “who” participates? Identity and participation are inseparable so, 

therefore, identity and recognition are likewise inseparable.  

                                                 
32 Figueroa, “Evaluating Environmental Justice Claims,” 371. Italics mine. 
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 Notwithstanding Fraser’s rejection of the dialogical constitution of identity on the basis 

of her reduction of identity to the psychic sphere, Charles Taylor’s understanding of identity is 

better suited to the requirement of recognition.  Taylor says that identity is not worked out “in 

isolation, but that I negotiate it through dialogue…with others…. That is why the development of 

an ideal of inwardly generated identity gives a new importance to recognition…. My own 

identity crucially depends on my dialogical relations with others.”33 In other words, individual 

identity is not at odds with group identity but part of individual identity is worked out in relation 

to others. This is very crucial to environmental justice because every individual identity is 

inextricably linked to the shared physical environment of the group. Contra Fraser, if there is 

such a thing as an environmental identity (which seems obvious enough) then to divorce 

individual identity from group identity is mistaken and, therefore, to divorce identity from 

recognition is itself an instance of misrecognition. This in no way denies the intra-group 

struggles. Rather, such struggles are constituent parts of how identities, individual and collective, 

are worked out. The importance of environmental identities indicates that identity is a 

recognition issue, not an obstacle to recognition. Fraser misinterprets identity when, criticizing 

recognition theorists who rely on the Hegelian notion of the dialogical construction of identity, 

she says: 

This [an ideal reciprocal relation between subjects] relation is constitutive for 
subjectivity: one becomes an individual subject only by virtue of recognizing, and being 
recognized by, another subject. Recognition from others is thus essential to the 
development of a sense of self.34 
 

The problem here again is that she reduces identity to Cartesian subjectivity, or accepts the 

                                                 
33 Charles Taylor, “The Politics of Recognition,” in Multiculturalism, ed. Amy Gutman (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1994), 34. 
34 Fraser, “Rethinking Recognition,” 109. 
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reduction of those she is arguing against. Fraser would do well to explore more robust 

interpretations of identity before dismissing identity as she does. Even if she is correct with 

regard to those whom she is criticizing, the problem is not identity as such but the way in which 

it is misconstrued and reduced to the cogito.  

Ricoeur on Recognition 

At this point, having explored recognition theory in an environmental justice context, I 

turn to recognition viewed through a hermeneutical lens. Paul Ricoeur’s book on the subject, The 

Course of Recognition,35 takes a broader, more general approach to recognition beyond political 

recognition as in the work of scholars such as Fraser, Taylor, or Honneth. But Ricoeur’s 

philosophy of recognition has much to offer the development of a theory of recognition for 

environmental justice. Ricoeur’s joining of recognition with questions of identity, narrative, and 

mutual recognition, for instance, provide many links to an environmental justice theory of 

recognition.  

Ricoeur offers a number of linguistic meanings and uses of the term recognition, but 

highlights three which pertain to his use of the term. 1) To grasp an object with the mind; to 

identify it; 2) To accept or take to be true; 3) To bear witness through gratitude, to be indebted to 

someone for something.36 From there, the text is comprised of three chapters that chart Ricoeur’s 

“course of recognition.” The focus of each, respectively is recognition as identification, to 

recognize oneself, and, lastly, mutual recognition. 

Recognition as identification is also simultaneously to distinguish. Ricoeur, following 

Kant’s theory, points out the identifying and distinguishing “constitute and inseparable verbal 

                                                 
35 Paul Ricoeur, The Course of Recognition, trans. by David Pellauer (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005). 
36 Ibid., 12. 
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pair. In order to identify it is necessary to distinguish, and it is in distinguishing that we 

identify.”37 This makes simple, logical sense as to distinguish something means to identify it as 

one thing and not all other things. To be recognized is to be identified as oneself and 

distinguished as not another. Ricoeur touches on this understanding as applied to political 

recognition when he says, “being distinguished and identified is what the humiliated person 

aspires to.”38 

Let us consider this in an environmental justice framework. When those calling for 

environmental justice insist that “we speak for ourselves,” first and foremost they are seeking to 

be recognized. They seek for their voice to be identified as its own and distinguished from that of 

others who would presume to speak for them or, even worse, over them, or to silence them. The 

failure to allow them to speak for themselves—to identify and distinguish them—is to, to use 

Ricoeur’s term, humiliate them. To recall Figueroa’s terminology, it is in the despised identities 

that we perceive a failure of recognition. Being neither identified nor distinguished, such persons 

and groups are denied a voice, that cry to speak for themselves. 

Recognition as identifying/distinguishing is at the heart of the meaning of recognition for 

environmental justice. This is particularly true of indigenous groups, but is true of any collective 

subject to environmental injustices. At the core, the call for recognition is a call for the 

recognition of difference. It is a call for the identification and distinguishing of ways of life, 

practices, connection to place, environmental heritage, and so on, to be preserved and respected. 

The emphasis here on difference is important to highlight as the protection and preservation of 

the familiar is typically instinctive. The acknowledgment that the alien and unfamiliar have 

                                                 
37 Ibid., 25. 
38 Ibid. 
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rights and dignity is that the fight for environmental justice is largely about. Recognition, 

especially mutual recognition, preserves difference. “Alterity is at its peak in mutuality.”39 

The next aspect of Ricoeur’s philosophy of recognition pertinent to this discussion of 

recognition for environmental justice is the section in his text concerning narration. In the 

previous chapter, I examined the correlation between narrative and environmental justice. 

Ricoeur brings together recognition and narration as a feature of recognizing oneself. Its seems, 

however, that recognition as the ability to narrate oneself is more than self-recognition, but the 

very means by which we seek recognition from others. Under the category of a phenomenology 

of the capable human being, Ricoeur writes: “In the reflexive form of talking about oneself 

narratively [se raconteur] this personal identity is projected as a narrative identity.”40 As 

individuals as well as groups, we do use narrative to identify and explain ourselves to ourselves. 

We pull together the disparate elements of our lives into a plot to create ourselves as a narrative 

identity. Yet, beyond that and especially in the context of environmental justice, the narrative 

identity we wish to project is for the exchange of stories to bring about recognition to avoid or 

redress injustice. 

Recognition as Struggle or Peace? 

Ricoeur offers a divergent picture of mutual recognition asking what it might mean as a 

state of peace and not just a struggle. Most, if not all, writing on recognition has come from the 

vantage point of conflicts. It makes sense as the calls for recognition spring from instances of 

misrecognition and non-recognition. The call for recognition has been a call for justice in the 

shadow of injustice. Even the title of Axel Honneth’s 1995 work on recognition is telling. The 

                                                 
39 Ibid., 251. 
40 Ibid., 99. 
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Struggle for Recognition: The Moral Grammar of Social Conflicts.41 Indeed, struggle and 

conflict are the hallmarks of recognition. Ricoeur, while not diminishing the reality of 

recognition as struggle, wishes to offer a hopeful vision: 

The thesis I want to argue for can be summed up as follows: The alternative to the idea of 
struggle in the process of mutual recognition is to be sought in peaceful experiences of 
mutual recognition, based on symbolic mediations as exempt from the juridical as from 
the commercial order of exchange. The exceptional character of these experiences, far 
from disqualifying them, underscores their importance, and precisely in this way ensures 
their power to reach and affect the very heart of transactions stamped with the seal of 
struggle.42 
 

Ricoeur takes up the challenge of constructing mutual recognition as a state of peace under the 

category of agape, which he says seems to negate or refute mutual recognition on the grounds 

that gift giving (an extension of agape) “neither requires nor expects a gift in return.”43 Jacques 

Derrida has made similar observations.44 Mutual recognition is based on the notion of reciprocity 

and, thus, seems to fall apart when placed under the light of the gift giving that springs from 

agape. Ricoeur opens the possibility of overcoming this problem to look at it in terms of 

mutuality rather than reciprocity. Mutual recognition as mutuality is qualitatively different than 

mutual recognition as reciprocity. To reciprocate is to give back based on something that is 

already given. The giving is predicated of the gift given. Mutuality, by stark contrast, is an 

exchange of gifts freely given, neither in response to a gift. For Ricoeur, this is a better account 

of what mutual recognition means and means especially as recognition in a state of peace, not 

                                                 
41 Axel Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition: The Moral Grammar of Social Conflicts, translated by Joel 
Anderson (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1995). 
42 Ricoeur, The Course of Recognition, 219. 
43 Ibid. 
44 See, for example, Derrida’s comments in a roundtable discussion found in John D. Caputo, editor, Deconstruction 
in a Nutshell: A Conversation with Jacques Derrida (New York: Fordham University Press, 1997), 18 – 19. 
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struggle. Such an approach is ultimately better aligned with the idea of justice with recognition. 

This is recognition justice, not recognition based on an obligation created by a gift. 

Ricoeur is clear that recognition in a state of peace is always preceded by recognition 

from struggle.45 The state of peace is the place we wish to finally arrive out of struggle and 

conflict. This truth actually speaks to a central aspect of Gadamerian hermeneutics articulated in 

previous chapters. Hermeneutics is the art, not of avoiding misunderstanding, but begins in the 

absence of understanding and in misunderstanding. It is in misunderstanding that, according to 

Gadamer, that a deep common accord is presupposed and must be sought after. For Gadamer, 

“there would be no hermeneutical task if there were no mutual understanding that has been 

disturbed and that those involved in a conversation must search for and find again together.”46  

Contained in Gadamer’s brief statement are many elements I have been discussing in the 

context of environmental justice. Mutual recognition, hermeneutically speaking, is a form of 

mutual understanding. To re-cognize is to have interpreted and been enlightened in 

understanding. For individuals or groups to come to mutual understanding is to come to a place 

of mutual recognition. This understanding has been disturbed, which speaks of the struggle for 

recognition. To be sure, hearing the narratives of the other, laboring to be heard, seeking to have 

environmental identities and environmental heritages respected and not despised is a struggle. 

Finally, this understanding is brought about in a conversation that those involved must engage in 

a mutual search to find again together. This last speaks to the Habermasian communicative 

aspect and calls to mind again the quote at the start of this chapter. Communication must take 

place among all who are potentially affected. 

                                                 
45 Ricoeur, The Course of Recognition, 251. 
46 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Philosophical Hermeneutics, translated and edited by David E. Linge (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1976), 25. 
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Recognition as Primary 

In the final paragraphs of this chapter, I would like to reflect on an idea of Axel 

Honneth’s that conflicts surrounding distribution are actually a part of the struggle for 

recognition. I do maintain, in principle, Fraser’s bivalent schema and Figueroa’s as he articulated 

it for environmental justice. That is to say, distribution and recognition are primary and co-

original. Distributive justice can and does arise apart from recognition justice, but it seems 

distributive justice reaches its pinnacle, its ultimate justice, as a function of recognition. 

In the article “Recognition or Redistribution?: Changing Perspectives on the Moral Order 

of Society,”47 Honneth proposes that a “meaningful and adequate” understanding of distribution 

is realized as a struggle for recognition justice. For Honneth, the highest, most complete 

expression of democratic ethics is reflected in recognition. After some history and genealogy of 

philosophies of recognition, Honneth intends to show that the “recognition of the dignity of 

individuals and groups forms a vital part of our concept of justice.”48  

 Honneth objects to what he claims are mistaken theses on the role of recognition in 

society historically. First, he claims that Charles Taylor introduced a “misleading chronology” 

about recognition, suggesting that recognition only came on the scene later as the fight for the 

recognition of cultural difference, whereas earlier struggles were over legal equality. To 

understand the historical genesis of recognition as he does, Taylor both fails to see the legal 

aspects of contemporary battles for recognition and, likewise, dismiss cultural elements of 

identity politics from legal battles of days gone by. What Honneth is arguing is that recognition 

struggles have always been present. Historical legal battles were struggles for recognition and 

                                                 
47 Axel Honneth, “Recognition or Redistribution?: Changing Perspectives on the Moral Order of Society,” in 
Theory, Culture, & Society, 2001, Vol. 18 (2 – 3): 43 – 55. 
48 Ibid., 44. 
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what are understood as demands for recognition today take place in the legal arena. While at 

various historical epochs the emphasis of language may be focused differently, the reality has 

been the same, Honneth is claiming. This seems right as legal battles are always “about” 

something and battles “for” something employ legal remedies.  

Honneth then takes on Nancy Fraser’s binary approach to material interests and identity 

politics. Again, he claims it is false to place material and legal interests in the past, while 

claiming that cultural and political identity is new to the scene. Recognition, in Fraser’s 

understanding, has arisen only later as it arises from the more recent emphasis on cultural and 

political identity. Honneth gives several examples that shows that identity politics as a new 

phenomenon is, in his words, “clearly false.” He brings up the women’s movement, over 200 

years old. Add to this the founding communes as early as the 1800’s, 19th century European 

nationalisms, the plight of African-Americans in the face of slavery, and the anti-colonial 

resistance. These were all instances in their time of what today we would call identity politics. 

Honneth then turns to the redistributive demands. He says that such demands arise from 

“the normative implications of equality before the law…for all members of a democratic polity” 

and from “the normative idea, that each member of a democratic society must have the chance to 

be socially esteemed for his or her individual achievements.”49 On the surface, these things are 

talking about distributive justice—the just distribution of legal equality and social esteem. But 

Honneth then makes the argument that distribution is not the ultimate point from which to 

understand the demand for these things. He says, “Conflicts over distribution, as long as they are 

not merely concerned with just the application of institutionalized rules, are always symbolic 

struggles over the legitimacy of the sociocultural dispositive that determines the value of 

                                                 
49 Ibid., 53. 
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activities, attributes and contributions.”50 The demand for just distribution, in its fullest sense, is 

an expression of the struggle for recognition. Similar to a statement I made earlier in this chapter 

about participation: are the unrecognized afforded a just distribution? Certainly, situations where 

both participation and distribution can be conceived of without recognition being the driving 

force. Perhaps the force of the law or political expediency may facilitate a semblance of 

participatory parity or just distributions of benefits and burdens, but these things seem to be 

realized in their most profound sense springing from recognition justice. 

What does this mean for environmental justice today and in the future? If Figueroa is 

right to insist that things like compensatory justice or distributive justice are insufficient to deter 

systematic injustice and recognition is the antidote, then environmental justice might turn its 

focus to the struggle for recognition. The just distribution of environmental benefits and burdens, 

the protection of places where we live work and play, the preservation of environmental 

heritages, the respect for environmental identities, the right to participate in decisions that 

potentially affect all involved—all of these things must stem from the just recognition of 

individuals and peoples whose lives and ways of life are at stake. 

Environmental hermeneutics offers ways of thinking, theoretical and practical, to this 

end. By utilizing and developing hermeneutic constructions such as those of identity, narrative, 

and communicative dialogue toward mutual understanding, environmental justice can advance in 

struggles for recognition. In all the different ways that the very young field of environmental 

hermeneutics can and should grow, the expediency in our age created by patterns of injustice, 

global climate change, and the vast variety of environmental threats to human populations 

suggest that environmental justice issues is a focus of which is a dire need.  

                                                 
50 Ibid., 54. 
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