
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
APPROVED: 
 
Robert Figueroa, Major Professor 
David Kaplan, Committee Member 
Ricardo Rozzi, Committee Member 
Patricia Glazebrook, Chair of the  

Department of Philosophy &  
Religion Studies 

Mark Wardell, Dean of the Toulouse Graduate 
School 

SUSTAINABLE ENVIRONMENTAL IDENTITIES FOR ENVIRONMENTAL 

SUSTAINABILITY:  REMAKING ENVIRONMENTAL IDENTITIES  

WITH THE HELP OF INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE 

Jonathan Parker, B.A., M.A. 

Dissertation Prepared for the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

 
 

UNIVERSITY OF NORTH TEXAS 
 

December 2012 



Parker, Jonathan. Sustainable Environmental Identities for Environmental 

Sustainability: Remaking Environmental Identities with the Help of Indigenous 

Knowledge. Doctor of Philosophy (Philosophy), December 2012, 175 pp., reference list, 

87 titles. 

Early literature in the field of environmental ethics suggests that environmental 

problems are not technological problems requiring technological solutions, but rather are 

problems deeply rooted in Western value systems calling for a reorientation of our 

values.  This dissertation examines what resources are available to us in reorienting our 

values if this starting point is correct.  Three positions can be observed in the 

environmental ethics literature on this issue: 1. We can go back and reinterpret our 

Western canonical texts and figures to determine if they can be useful in providing fresh 

insight on today's environmental challenges; 2. We abandon the traditional approaches, 

since these are what led to the crisis in the first place, and we seek to establish entirely 

new approaches and new environmental identities to face the environmental challenges of 

the 21st century; 3. We look outside of the Western tradition for guidance from other 

cultures to see how they inhabit and interact with the natural world.  This dissertation 

presents and evaluates these three options and ultimately argues for an approach similar 

to the third option, suggesting that dialogue with indigenous cultures and traditions can 

help us to reorient our values and assist in developing more sustainable environmental 

identities. 
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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION 

The seed for this dissertation project was planted three years ago when attending a 

conference at the conclusion of my first year in the doctoral program at the University of 

North Texas.  In my first year, I had been a research assistant for Ricardo Rozzi of the 

UNT-Chile Sub-Antarctic Biocultural Conservation Program.1  Through my work on this 

program, but also through my more formal education in Rozzi’s classes, I had conducted 

a comparison of toponyms, or place names, between places in Chile and other 

international locations I had lived in, in addition to my current home state of Texas.   

What I found in this study was that many of the toponyms in the indigenous 

Yahgan language of the area of Chile I would later visit expressed a clear connection 

between the inhabitants and the locations they inhabited.  The toponyms were emergent 

from the landscape.  The names were often a reference to either geographical features 

present in the landscape, or to the living things that co-inhabited those environments with 

them.  Through a comparison with other indigenous cultures, I came to the conclusion 

that this form of naming is fairly common among indigenous communities around the 

world.  I compared this form of naming to areas I’ve lived in the United States, where, in 

marked contrast, I noticed in many instances colonizing patterns have displaced what was 

indigenously present.  Naming itself can either be a reflection of a collaborative 

relationship to the surrounding environment, or an act of conquest— the stamping of a

                                                 
1 http://chile.unt.edu/ 
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new identity on the land that has been established in opposition to what was indigenously 

present.    

Far from being emergent, colonist toponyms were most often imported names 

with a meaning connected to another place, or new names that celebrate the establishment 

of a new place that is symbolic of a displacement of the indigenous place.  For example, 

the city of Denton, home to the University of North Texas, is named for John B. 

Denton—a renowned lawyer and American Indian fighter.  Most of the large cities in this 

area are named for war heroes who were celebrated for conquering the area and were 

influential in establishing a new identity for the territory.  Names like Dallas, Fort Worth, 

Houston, Austin, etc. had less to do with the surrounding natural environment, and more 

to do with a specific cultural and historical narrative.  These narratives were ones that 

were written upon the landscape by groups coming in from the outside.  Consequently, 

rather than being names that demonstrate what may be described as a biocultural2 union 

between human cultural and the natural environment, these names celebrate the 

accomplishment of human culture over and against the naturally given. 

The town in which I grew up and lived most of my life represents an interesting 

contrast—it is a colonial name with a natural reference, however that reference has in 

                                                 
2 In using this term, I am borrowing from Ricardo Rozzi’s work on biocultural conservation.  The term 
biocultural is meant to overcome the false dichotomy perceived as existing between the human cultural 
realm and the nonhuman natural realm.  Using the term biocultural as one term makes clear the inextricable 
relationship between the biological and the cultural.  Rozzi argues that our cultural “lenses” influence the 
way we perceive and interact with the natural world.  He uses the example of the Amazonian Waorani word 
ömö, which means “worlds inhabited by countless sentient beings who share with humans a home, 
dispositions, values, and culture,” and contrasts this with the English word woodlot, to show how these 
different linguistic and cultural references suggest very different perceptions of similar environments, 
which consequently engender different values and relationships (Rozzi & Poole, 2009).  I am attempting to 
do something similar by carrying out this comparison of toponyms.  For a more complete account of 
Rozzi’s use of the term biocultural see Rozzi & Poole’s “Biocultural and Linguistic Diversity” (2009). 
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many respects lost its meaning over the course of the town’s development.  Westfield, 

New Jersey attained its name because in the days before it was a town, the area was 

typified by fields; consequently, these were quite literally the fields west of the by then 

already established city of Elizabeth.  Elizabeth in this case is the significant cultural 

reference point that rendered this physical space the fields to the west, and hence 

“Westfield.”  This is an example of a natural geographical marker making reference to a 

cultural location; ironically however, as the fields themselves gave way to the expanding 

town the fields disappeared and now the natural reference only makes sense historically. 

This is also a problem with indigenous names that function as a sort of hangover, 

remaining in place even after the indigenous group that once inhabited the region leaves 

or is forced out.  In the case of another New Jersey town—Manasquan—the name has 

some connection to the Lenni Lenape people who visited the area, but it did not actually 

acquire the name Manasquan until long after it had been a colonial settlement.  The name 

is supposedly a combination of three American Indian terms: man-a-tah (island), squaw 

(wife), and han (stream) (Birckhead Ware, 2012).  As such, it pays homage to the alleged 

Lenape use of this area as a source of summer recreation, much as this region still 

functions today as a summer getaway from New Jerseyans living further inland.  While 

this name makes reference to the fact that American Indians once utilized the land, the 

name itself is not an emergent toponym giving particular reference to the surrounding 

environment, nor can it be established that this was the name given to the area by those 

original inhabitants. 
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I presented this study before the Society of Ethnobiology with the title of 

“Indigenous and Colonizer’s Toponymies in South and North America: From Biocultural 

to Anthropocentric Relations Between Humans and Places.”  After reworking parts of the 

paper I presented it a few months later before the International Association for 

Environmental Philosophy with the title “Toponymy and Epistemology: What Traditional 

Ecological Knowledge can Contribute to Environmental Philosophy.”  It was perhaps this 

title that motivated the criticism I was to receive from one conference participant; it was 

this criticism that has in large part motivated my thinking, which has resulted in this 

dissertation.     

The specific criticism was this: the audience member did not like the fact that I, as 

a non-indigenous, white American would speak to this association about potential 

contributions to environmental philosophy by indigenous thought or ways of life when I 

am not a member of that group.  He suggested, rather, that I restrict myself to studying 

texts and thinkers from within my own cultural ethnic tradition.  The implication being, 

that as a person with Czech roots, I might be better off studying contributions to 

environmental philosophy from Czech thinkers.  Or because of my Anglo-Saxon blood, I 

might do well to delve into this familiar tradition and look there for wisdom and 

inspiration (his specific suggestion was that I engage the work of John Locke).  A 

problem with this suggestion of course, is that it is precisely this intellectual tradition that 

is perennially under fire from scholars suggesting it is a non-starter for helping us 

develop healthy environmental identities and ways of interacting with the natural world 

(a point which I spend considerable time on in later sections). 
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A further problem is that of cultural essentialism.  This is something worth 

mentioning at the outset of this dissertation; while I often applaud and point to the 

positive contributions that indigenous modes of relating to the environment offer to us in 

the mainstream West, this is by no means to imply that all indigenous persons embody 

this mode of being or would advocate it.  It is dangerous to speak in broad strokes about a 

large group of people that contains significant diversity.  This is true of the “West” too, 

we must avoid essentializing Western philosophy when this tradition is made up of 

thinkers and ideas that are in contest with each other and at times irreconcilable.  At the 

same time however, there are general characteristics that I believe we can point to and 

discuss, while still acknowledging that these characteristics do not represent everyone 

and are not universally binding.  Lynn White Jr. makes this point when he argues that we 

need a new conceptual framework—he is largely critical of the canonical Western 

tradition as it is often represented, but he also maintains that we can unearth iconoclastic 

figures from within that tradition (1967).  So, to be sure, no tradition or culture is 

monolithic.   

The curious issue for me about this criticism is that in this presentation and paper, 

I neither try to represent nor speak for the Yahgan people, or any other non-Western, 

non-American group of people.  I was making a comparison between the toponyms, and 

evaluating what these differences might reveal to us about the types of connections to the 

local natural environment these different groups of people have, and ultimately how 

adopting similar approaches could inspire renewed and healthier relations to our own 

native environments.  That is, my argument is not that we live as Yahgans in Texas, nor 
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that we ought to pirate specific knowledge about the environment that they possess, but 

rather that we in Texas might have something to learn from how the Yahgans relate to 

their environment.  There remains a tension however, as to whether or not even this act of 

looking to another culture for inspiration on how to live one’s life is appropriate.  What 

was driving his criticism however, was the notion that it is inappropriate for a 

nonmember of a specific group to lay claim to knowledge from another group and 

somehow advocate for, or represent this knowledge to others outside of this group.   

My immediate intuition was that this critic was wrong; even if I did claim that a 

specific indigenous group embodies a certain lifestyle, and has unique ways of relating to 

the natural world, I could not see anything philosophically or ethically reprehensible in 

advocating that we perhaps emulate those positive and beneficial ways of inhabiting the 

world.  However, I am sensitive to the possibility that doing so could be seen as a form of 

cultural appropriation, which would be lamentable given the fact that many indigenous 

groups have suffered so much in the form of appropriation of lands, repression of their 

culture, and various other forms of oppression.   

One of the most common forms of appropriation in the past was the appropriation 

of land, which we now regard as tragic wrongdoing; according to the same logic then, we 

might be guilty of cultural or knowledge colonization if in our current “information age” 

when we lay claim to traditional knowledge of non-Western cultures.  Sadly forms of 

bioprospecting and biopiracy are very much alive today in the form of first world 

researchers travelling to regions like the Amazon, learning medicinal properties of certain 
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plants from shamans or others possessing such information, and then patenting that 

knowledge for their own profit and use in the marketplace. 

Alternatively, one could perceive the situation with a sense of bitter irony were 

we to block off American Indian knowledge and wisdom as a source for dealing with our 

environmental issues guided by a certain notion of justice that aims to avoid further 

exploitation of native communities (especially if they are willing and able to share that 

knowledge as we witness in the later discussion of the work of Dan Wildcat).  The 

important point here, I think, is who it is that is doing the speaking.  If an indigenous 

person him or herself came personally to the conference to speak about the contributions 

their culture could make to mainstream environmental philosophy, this would likely be 

heartily welcomed and universally celebrated by members of the association.   

This represents a shift from Enlightenment era thinking where it is knowledge 

itself that is the focus of attention—disembodied knowledge that can be approached by 

anyone possessing the capacity for rational thought.  Clearly it is not the knowledge itself 

here that is of issue, but who has the power and legitimate authority to vocalize that 

knowledge.  Of course, if we truly take to heart the notion of situated epistemologies and 

rooted identities, whatever this indigenous person has to say can have little or no 

normative influence on the rest of the participants and their situations. 

It is this type of thinking that I believe motivated the conference participant to 

criticize my approach—if someone is going to speak about non-Western knowledge, it 

better be a non-Western person him or herself to represent their own knowledge and 

cultural traditions.  I am sensitive to the point, but confess to perhaps still being hung up 
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with what I have anachronistically called Enlightenment ideals.  While post-modern 

thinkers often position themselves antagonistically against the project of modernity, this 

universalizable quality of knowledge long predates the Enlightenment.3    

My goal is not a return to the Enlightenment, but rather to at least recapture, if 

possible, this idea that humans share enough in common with each other that we can 

learn from one another.  I fear that by focusing too much on situated epistemologies and 

rooted identities one can risk painting oneself into a corner where intercultural 

communication is impossible; this is a false position in my view.  I think there is a means 

of learning from other cultures that is valuable over and above learning about them.  

There is much that could be lost if we do not investigate other ways of knowing and 

cannot communicate those ways of knowing to others.   

I believe Dan Wildcat, whom I address in Chapter 5 would be in agreement with 

me on this point.  He is adamant that indigenous communities have rich cultural 

resources to offer industrialized nations; he argues further that it would be a shame if this 

useful knowledge is ignored or otherwise not utilized.  The key difference, however, is 

that this enterprise must not be done in the old fashioned manner of anthropology, but in 

a collaborative fashion that enables the indigenous persons themselves to have a voice 

and be active participants rather than those who are acted upon. 

 

 

                                                 
3 In the coming pages I cite the philosophers like al-Kindi and Averroes as examples of philosophers 
advocating the universal nature of knowledge.  That is, knowledge is not tied to specific people or places, 
but is accessible to all who seek after wisdom and truth. 
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The Interplay between Intellectual Inheritance and  
Environmental Identity 

 
This question of how we in the Western mainstream may learn from or be 

inspired by indigenous modes of inhabiting environments stayed with me as I went 

through my formal coursework at the University of North Texas studying environmental 

ethics and philosophy.  There is a definite trend in much of the foundational literature in 

the field of environmental ethics and philosophy arguing that it is our Western 

philosophical and cultural traditions, our ways of thinking about the natural world and 

our place within it, which has enabled us to treat the natural world as a collection of 

resources existing for our use.  By our philosophical culture and tradition, what is 

generally meant is mainstream Western culture and Western philosophy traceable 

through the standard figures (think Plato, Aristotle, Locke, Descartes, etc.) and thoughts 

of classic Western philosophy.  Religion is often implicated in these critiques as well—

most specifically Christianity. 

The most widely referenced of such critiques is Lynn White Jr.’s (1967) classic 

piece published in Science—“The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis.”  In this 

article, White makes a claim that has endured and is still frequently cited in 

environmental ethics literature.  The claim is that it is not science and technology that has 

caused environmental damage and destruction, but rather our conceptual frameworks.  It 

is our philosophical and religious understandings of ourselves as human beings and our 

role in the world that has facilitated environmentally destructive behaviors and practices.  

As such, the application of further science and technology will not solve our various 

environmental problems until we resituate and change our philosophical and religious 
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conceptualizations of ourselves, and our place in the natural world.  White claims, “What 

we do about ecology depends on our ideas of the man-nature relationship.  More science 

and more technology are not going to get us out of the present ecologic crisis until we 

find a new religion, or rethink our old one” (White Jr. 1967, 155). 

Even if scholars do not directly cite White, the spirit of this critique is widely 

popular among those who take a more spiritual/cultural/philosophical approach to 

resolving environmental problems.  See for instance, the following passage from 

Wildcat’s 2009 Book Red Alert: Saving the Planet with Indigenous Knowledge, where 

the spirit of White’s criticism is clearly evident: 

The most difficult changes required are not those of a physical, material, or 
technological character, but changes in worldviews and the generally taken-for-
granted values and beliefs that are embedded in modern, Western-influenced 
societies.  In this respect, what humankind actually requires is a climate change—
a cultural climate change, a change in our thinking and actions—if we are to have 
any reasonable expectation that we might mitigate what increasingly appears to be 
a period of dramatic plant and animal extinction. (Wildcat, 5) 

 
Again, the refrain is that it is not technology that will save us, but retooled 

cultural attitudes, renewed and re-envisioned environmental identities.  The general form 

of these arguments is that neither technology, policy, nor law will solve these complex 

problems, because the problems are ultimately rooted in our ideas about ourselves and 

our place in the world, what I later call our “environmental identities,” which engender 

certain actions, and thus what is required is a shift in our way of thinking.  Attempting to 

restrict certain actions will remain a frustrating challenge until we address this more 

fundamental problem of bringing about a shift in our consciousness. 
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In the discipline of environmental ethics, a number of environmental philosophers 

and philosophically oriented environmentalists and activists have employed this same 

approach, arguing that it is our values and ways of thinking about the natural world that 

are fundamentally in need of change; not more and better technology, but better 

education, and better ecological citizenship with an renewed and more sustainable way of 

living in the world that is needed. These values and ideas that prompt certain actions 

however, flow out of a pre-existing environmental identity (whether one is fully 

conscious of that identity or not).  White is a good placeholder for this type of thinking 

within environmental philosophy, as he argues that what is required is a new religion (or 

we could say new conceptual frameworks), or a re-envisioning of our old ones.   

It is this last option that is important for my dissertation: we are presented with 

the option of developing something new, or re-envisioning something old.  This 

conceptual framework and how we understand our place within the natural world and 

how we interact with it is what I call one’s “environmental identity” throughout this 

dissertation.  I understand “personal identity” as being how one understands him or 

herself—who I am in relation to others, in relation to society at large.  This sense of self 

influences my actions and how I structure my life.  In the same manner, my 

environmental identity is how I understand myself in relation to the physical landscape 

that I inhabit and the other living beings that share that environment with me.  My 

environmental identity is also comprised of a whole collection of ideas and values I have 

regarding the natural environment.  This environmental identity ultimately has significant 
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influence over what sort of actions I take or don’t take, and how I relate to natural 

environment.  

The concept of environmental identity is important to the goal of this dissertation.  

My aim is to connect our environmental problems with actions that have been undertaken 

as the result of a certain type of environmental identity predominating among mainstream 

Western society.  I argue that if we seek to ameliorate our environmental problems, we 

must then develop alternative and more sustainable environmental identities.  Since there 

are other scholars who have devoted significant scholarship to building up differing 

understandings of environmental or ecological identity, it is worth mentioning some of 

those here to demonstrate how my use of the term is in agreement with or differs from 

some of these other uses of the term. 

David Utsler, employing a hermeneutical approach to identity deeply rooted in the 

philosophy of Paul Ricoeur defines environmental identity as “one’s self-understanding, 

or self-interpretation, in relationship to one’s environment” (2011, 140).  Just as Ricoeur 

posits that one can only come to an understanding of the self through encounters with an 

other—often construed as a human other—part of our self-identity, according to Utsler, is 

how we come to understand ourselves through encounters with the environment(s) 

around us; that part of our self-understanding is our environmental identity.  Further 

along in his exploration of the concept, Utsler claims that one cannot think of oneself 

outside of, or separate from the environmental other in which one always stands in 

relation.     
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Utsler’s use of the term environmental identity shares some parallels with 

Mitchell Thomashow’s definition of ecological identity.  While not a philosopher in the 

disciplinary sense, Thomashow has been developing a concept of ecological identity 

since the mid-1990s primarily through the lens of environmental education.  In 

Thomashow’s teaching experience, he often found that people told him stories about 

special places from their childhood, which were often sites of outdoor play, and stories of 

degraded environments (1995, 9).  The stories that we tell about different environments 

and what that shows about our sense of place within them is important for both Utsler and 

Thomashow.  For Thomashow, one’s ecological identity is wrapped up in these 

experiences and can be used to make individuals more attentive to the world around them 

and the change those environments are undergoing.  That is, through prompting 

individuals to recount narratives about their encounters with the natural world, he strives 

to make people more reflective about their involvement in the natural world and 

ultimately promote ecological literacy. 

It is worth pausing for a moment to discuss the advantages and disadvantages of 

using “environmental” or “ecological” as the descriptive term.  For my taste, ecological 

identity carries with it too much of a scientific undertone; indeed part and parcel of one’s 

ecological identity for Thomashow is knowledge of ecological systems, and how the self 

fits in to that larger system (1995, 19).  I do not want to understate the value of ecological 

scientific knowledge, however I do not think that the only way, or even the most common 

way individuals come to an understanding of nature is through the lens of ecological 

science.  Consequently, I do not stress the need to understand and inhabit an environment 
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from a scientific/ecological perspective.  This is one reason I prefer environmental 

identity to the term ecological identity. 

Utsler uses “environmental” because it broadens the scope of the term; he 

acknowledges the ambiguity of the term environment: “In my conception of 

environmental identity, ‘environment’ can be broadly construed so as to include any kind 

of ‘environs’ in which we dwell” (2011, 140).  I can speak of the environment of the 

room in which I am now sitting; it is an artificial/constructed environment.  My office 

admits no natural light; the air I breathe is filtered through a system to maintain a preset 

temperature, etc.  If this is the “environment” in which I spend the majority of my time, 

this will consequently form a large part of my environmental identity.  Utsler 

understandably attempts to avoid objectifying nature as we often do when we talk about 

“relating to nature,” because that necessarily puts some distance between “us” and 

“nature” for the purpose of trying to make sense of nature and our relationship to it.  

Positing a nature “out there” with which some notion of an independent “I” can come 

into contact with is anathema to hermeneutics, which posits rather that we can only come 

to an understanding of the I through these dialogical relationship with others (again 

historically these others were other people, but ecohermeneutics highlights the fact that 

these others can be other animals or even trees and streams, etc.).   

For thinkers like Wildcat, however, when most of our environmental identities are 

forged out of a relationship to artificial (often indoor) environments, the consequence can 

be an inhibited or warped ability to understand and interact with the outdoor natural 

environment.  Much has been made in the past about the contrasting of civilized spaces 
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with wild spaces.  The typical American citizen does not live in what would typically be 

referred to as a wild setting and indeed most people around the globe live in urban areas 

now.  This is not to say that these environments are void of nature, surely that is 

incorrect; there is wild nature surrounding and permeating urban and built environments.  

However, what people like Dan Wildcat, Paul Shepard, David Abram, and others suggest 

is that when your identity is largely constituted in relation to the built environment, this 

can seriously impair your ability to enter into an authentic relationship with the nature 

that actually exists all around you, rendering it invisible.   

We must be careful not to essentialize the notion of environmental identities 

either.   There can be healthy and destructive environmental identities.  The virtue of 

Utsler’s definition is that it appears to get to the emergent aspect I am advocating for.  A 

question we must ask however is if Utsler’s account is accurate, and we cannot possibly 

think ourselves without simultaneously thinking the environments we inhabit, how did 

we ever come to develop harmful and environmentally degrading environmental 

identities?  Abram, while not engaging Ricoeur and Gadamer as Utsler does, relies on the 

phenomenologies of Husserl and Merleau-Ponty in his treatment of something like 

environmental identity (though he never uses any of these terms).  This question haunts 

Abram because he is amazed at how indigenous cultures enter into this dialogical 

relationship with the natural world and gives a phenomenological account of how 

indigenous culture is informed and co-constituted by the animals and environmental 

features surrounding them.  The result is these emergent identities that are well attuned to 

the environments they inhabit.  The question that nags at Abram is how did some cultures 
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get so derailed?  He goes so far at times as to say a dialogical encounter with the natural 

world is nearly impossible for those in modern industrialized societies today.  The natural 

world does not disclose itself in the same manner as it does to indigenous cultures.  Even 

if the natural world would speak to us in the way it speaks to indigenous communities, 

we no longer know how to listen or interpret its voices.  Abram ultimately chalks this up 

to the development of the alphabet, which significantly shifted our attention from the 

surrounding sensuous environment to the environment of the text.   

It is common for either the Judeo-Christian tradition or Western philosophy traced 

back to Plato to be targeted as deserving the blame for developing the destructive 

environmental identities that enable us to undervalue and exploit the natural world.  

Abram’s unique contribution to this discourse is to point out that both Hebraic and Greek 

cultures were literate cultures.  Abram devotes a large part of his classic book The Spell 

of the Sensuous (1997) to an attack on the alphabet and the written word to show how 

writing systems, and in particular phonetic writing systems, distance cultures from the 

sensible physical world.  The virtue of indigenous cultures for Abram is the fact that they 

are predominantly oral cultures.  His thesis is significant for my dissertation.  He 

approaches language through an evaluation of Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy and devotes a 

great deal of attention to showing how our human language is emergent from the 

surrounding environment.   

Through observing other animals and imitating their calls, these animal voices 

make significant contributions to human language.  Not just nonhuman animals, but what 

most of us would consider to be inanimate, or at least non-linguistic objects such as 
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rocks, trees, and streams, also contribute to human discourse.  Again, Abram wonders 

how humans could ever shift our attitudes so dramatically that we cease to hear these 

other voices all around us.  For him, it was with the introduction of the written word; not 

all writing however, he expresses some sympathy for pictographic writing systems like 

hieroglyphics and Chinese characters, which often utilize pictorial representations of 

natural features.  In this manner the surrounding natural world is still present in our 

language.   

The real problem for Abram is when we shift to a phonetic writing system that 

replaces these natural references such that the letters themselves begin to function in such 

a manner that conceals their initial natural referents and enables a more abstract form of 

language that ultimately radically distances its users from the natural world, facilitating 

harmful relationships to animal others and human others as well.  He uses the concept of 

belief to demonstrate his point.  How would one utilize pictographic icons to represent 

such a complex human concept?  The easiest way to do so, he says, is with a “visual 

pun”—for instance, for Anglophones, we could place an icon of a bee next to a leaf, thus 

sounding out “bee-leaf” (Abram, 98).  Abram considers this to be a significant moment in 

the history of human language.  “With the rebus, a pictorial sign is used to directly invoke 

a particular sound of the human voice, rather than the outward reference of that sound.  

The rebus, with its focus upon the sound of a name rather than the thing named, 

inaugurated the distant possibility of a phonetic script, one that would directly transcribe 

the sound of the speaking voice rather than its outward intent or meaning” (Abram, 98).  

This makes possible a significant abstraction away from the surrounding natural world to 
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an insular focus on human language and human culture.  Abram’s discourse on language 

is fascinating and a highly original and refreshing take on the possible roots of our 

problematic environmental identities.   

Ecofeminist Val Plumwood also wrestles with something akin to environmental 

identity with her concept of an “ecological self.”  While she still carries over the term 

“ecological,” I think her notion of the ecological self is more in line with what I mean by 

environmental identity.  For her, one’s conception of the self can either maintain 

continuity with the natural environment or manifest a rupture with the natural world.  She 

argues the dominant Western identity has been defined primarily in opposition to the 

natural world, defining itself independently from the natural world as if it was not 

necessary to ground this notion of the self.  We are still a part of the ecology, but in what 

was originally an intentional denial of that fact, we now either still intentionally deny our 

ecological self or have become forgetful of it.   

Utsler’s point still stands that we cannot imagine ourselves outside of the 

relationship to the natural environment, except on Plumwood’s analysis, we use the 

natural world as a negative source of inspiration; we separate ourselves from it and 

demonstrate our superiority over it.  The dominant form of rationality, according to 

Plumwood, has been forged out of this false and oppressive notion of an ecological self.  

This dominant form of rationality is manifest in the students who take an environmental 

ethics course and think that it is an undeniable fact that the natural world exists to serve 

our needs—that obviously animals exist to feed us, and trees were created to be 

transformed into paper products and consumer goods.  The significant point here is that 
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the dominant rationality would reject Utsler’s analysis, falsely maintaining that one can 

have an identity independent from a meaningful union with the natural world. 

Plumwood seeks to develop a notion of the ecological self that defines itself not in 

opposition to the natural world but in continuity with it.  As a matter of significance for 

my thesis, she appeals to the Australian Aboriginal peoples, specifically the Gagadju 

people, as prominent examples of the type of ecological self that she would consider 

beneficial (1993, 102). 

Plumwood is rightly critical of the dominant rationality; however, in describing 

the ecological self as something aspirational, I think she fails to appreciate the degree to 

which the type of destructive identity that flows out from the dominant rationality is still 

nonetheless an environmental identity.  She is willing to say that Western identity is 

disconnected from the natural world, but she does not call the mainstream Western 

identity an ecological self, or an ecological identity.  I think this is a problem for 

Plumwood and that it is clear that the mainstream identity which she seeks to supplant is 

nonetheless an environmental identity, perhaps just one which we now think of as an 

undesirable or environmentally harmful environmental identity.  The suburbanite who 

desires a green lawn and exotic foliage has an environmental identity.  This is an identity 

that has serious consequences on the surrounding environment by way of excessive water 

use and potential introduction of invasive species.  For me, then, environmental identity 

is the collection of ideas we have about ourselves and our place within the environments 

we find ourselves.  These collections of beliefs form our environmental identities and to a 

large extent guide our actions.  If we are unsatisfied with the choices we make and the 
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impact we are having, we must seek to alter our environmental identities, which cut to the 

core of who we are. 

We need to recognize the environmental identities we do have and locate the 

problematic components of them before moving forward towards the construction of 

healthier identities.  This is somewhat of a problem for both Abram and Plumwood.  

They both argue (though from different causes) that our current identities are so 

thoroughly divorced from the natural world that they do not want to even dignify what 

we do have or do represent as an environmental identity or an ecological self.  However, 

this is where Utsler’s hermeneutical definition of environmental identity is helpful.  On 

this account, we cannot deny that the current mainstream identity, no matter how 

environmentally destructive, is nevertheless an environmental identity.  The problem for 

both Abram and Plumwood lies in the fact that our current identities ignore or render 

invisible certain of our connections to the natural world.  Abram speaks of his time in 

Indonesia when he had the experience of nonhuman animals communicating to him and 

he having an ability to reciprocate, but how recounts how this capacity diminished when 

he returned to the flow of American life:  

I startled neighbors by chattering with squirrels, who swiftly climbed down the 
trunks of their trees and across lawns to banter with me...yet, very gradually, I 
began to lose my sense of the animals’ own awareness...and, strangely, the 
suburban squirrels no longer responded to my chittering calls.  Although I wished 
to, I could no longer focus my awareness on engaging in their world as I had so 
easily done a few weeks earlier, for my attention was quickly deflected by 
internal, verbal deliberations of one sort of another—by a conversation I now 
seemed to carry on entirely within myself.  The squirrels had no part in this 
conversation. (Abram, 25-26) 
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The squirrels may no longer have a part in that conversation, but as a good 

phenomenologist, he surely still must maintain that the squirrels are still operational in 

his own lived experience, and in the construction of his identity.  The problem is not that 

the natural world and its inhabitants are absent from the lived experience of denizens of 

the Western world, but that the dominant rationality has silenced the voices of those 

others; it has created an obstruction to our ability to make sense of the natural world and 

the meaning it is capable of conveying if only we would listen.  An ability to affirm our 

interrelation with the rest of the natural world is required in order to develop the more 

robust environmental identities that scholars like Abram and Plumwood desire.  

Of the scholars before me utilizing the term, the definition that I see as being most 

amenable to the way I am defining environmental identity comes from Robert Figueroa, 

who approaches the concept from the perspective of environmental justice.  He defines 

environmental identity as follows: “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” (2006, 371).  Later in the dissertation I make use of an example 

from the recent oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico.  British Petroleum (BP), the company 

operating the rig that initiated the spill set up a fund to compensate those individuals who 

were adversely affected by the spill.  They were operating under a distributive 

understanding of justice that Figueroa argues is by itself often inadequate.  As should 

come as no surprise to Figueroa, many individuals were gravely dissatisfied with BP’s 

response to the issue because it failed to recognize their deep connection to certain ways 

of living, such as shrimping, which would no longer be possible if the spill eliminated 
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shrimping as a viable mode of deriving a living in that area for some time to come.  BP in 

this instance also failed to recognize the related concept of “environmental heritage”—

Figueroa defines environmental heritage as “the meanings and symbols of the past frame 

values, practices, and places we wish to preserve for ourselves as members of a 

community” (2006, 372).  The point being, it’s not just an isolated shrimper who happens 

to have that particular hobby or means of deriving a living, in short, that particular 

environmental identity, but rather, this particular environmental identity is possible due to 

the environmental heritage of the broader community. 

Consequently, BP could not simply replace a year’s worth of lost income and 

assume to have provided adequate restitution, something much deeper and more 

meaningful than any dollar amount had potentially been taken away from these people, 

and this was largely overlooked by BP.  Figueroa’s account of environmental identity is 

posited as a course of recognition, rather than distributive justice; wherein, the 

incommensurability of compensation for lost lifeways can be accounted for and indeed 

support proper identification of the injustice accrued and the kinds of remedies for 

cultural respect that would be necessary for violations against environmental identity. 

 

Three Possible Sources of New Environmental Identities 

If we are in need of new environmental identities then, we have option as to how 

we go about doing that.  First, we can turn our backs on what we perceive to be a corrupt 

intellectual heritage and explore radically new environmental identities.  Second, we can 

revisit and seek to reinterpret our traditions in an effort to tweak our existing 
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environmental identities in ways that make them more conducive to environmental 

sustainability.  White straddles both of these options.  We can develop something totally 

new, or we can reinvent or redefine our traditional religions/conceptual frameworks.  Or 

finally, we can look to sources external to our own tradition to seek guidance on how to 

cultivate more sustainable environmental identities. 

In the case of religion it is arguably easier to reinvent our old religions because 

interpretations of religious texts are always subject to debate and rival interpretations.  In 

the case of Genesis, for example, we might read the text and understand our role as 

humans to conquer and rule over the earth, or we might say the text, properly understood, 

encourages the stewardship role, which is less dominating and more compatible with an 

environmentally friendly ethic.  This sort of reinterpretation of sacred texts like the Bible 

is not uncommon and such texts are always turned to for guidance in confronting 

complex contemporary problems that may have been foreign to the original text.  Such 

interpretations keep the text a dynamic and breathing source of guidance and insight for 

the followers of that religion. 

In the case of the philosophical tradition, it can be more laborious to try to stretch 

old philosophers and thinkers and reinvent them into something different, confronting 

them with issues that their philosophies were not designed to address.  In much the same 

way that we turn to religious texts to deal with contemporary issues, ethicists often turn to 

their favored thinker to determine how his or her ethical framework could be applied to a 

given situation (again, even if that situation would have been unimaginable to the thinker 

in his or her historical context).  This has become somewhat of a cottage industry in 
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environmental philosophy—to return to the texts of well known and lesser-known 

Western philosophers alike and try to show how they might in fact be “green.”  At times 

these efforts come off as strained, but at other times clearly it is a worthwhile endeavor.  

Indeed, Utsler and Abram stand as two positive examples of this approach to 

environmental philosophy: Abram takes the phenomenologies of Husserl and Merleau-

Ponty and applies them to the natural world, while Utsler takes the hermeneutics of 

Ricoeur and Gadamer and applies them to that aspect of our identity which is forged 

through a relationship to the natural world—yielding an environmental identity.   

I take a different tack in this dissertation, which is the formulation of a third 

option, in which it is acceptable to share knowledge from, and be inspired by other 

cultures, specifically indigenous cultures, in the formation of our new environmental 

identities.  Val Plumwood, who I deal with in Chapter 3, begins to move in this direction.  

Abram too, once he has completed his application of Husserl and Merleau-Ponty to our 

understanding of the natural world, shows the ways in which indigenous cultures echo or 

already exhibit the type of relationship to the natural world that he uses these 

phenomenologists to describe.  

These alternative options are different in important ways.  The source of this new 

environmental identity or identities is an important issue meriting attention.  To simplify 

the question, we may ask: is the Western tradition so corrupt that we must start from 

scratch, utilizing fresh and bold new thinking?  Or ought we to reexamine our traditional 

texts to see if we can “green” our current environmental identities without necessitating a 

radical transformation (but we are restricted from borrowing from other traditions 
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because we lack epistemic and/or moral access to them).  Or finally, may we look to 

others for inspiration and guidance in constructing a new way of living in the world and 

relating to it?  Not necessarily to become like those traditions or select certain beliefs to 

adopt wholesale, but rather to question what it is about those identities that may be more 

sustainable than ours; to examine how those identities were forged and how we may 

likewise forge healthier and more sustainable identities for us in the locations we inhabit.   

This problem is embedded in much of the literature of environmental ethics and 

philosophy, but has yet to receive explicit treatment of which I am aware.  Taking off 

from the premise that our environmental problems are rooted in our environmental 

identities, which consequently are in need of alteration, the goal of this dissertation is to 

examine these three different possible foundations for an environmental identity.  To 

reiterate: those three options are 1. We abandon those aspects of our Western intellectual 

inheritance which we deem culpable in enabling our various environmental problems and 

seek to build new environmental identities from scratch; 2. We seek to reinterpret or 

reshape our Western inheritance and update our environmental identities to better align 

with our current goals of sustainability; 3. We look outside our own tradition for 

guidance on constructing new and more sustainable environmental identities. 

The first option I consider ecologically dangerous.  Remember Plumwood’s own 

praise of the Gagadju people; their admirable environmental identity is the result of a co-

evolution of human cultures with their surrounding environments over an extended 

period of time.  We cannot become Gagadju.  Realizing this, the first option could be to 

try to create our own environmental identity anew.  I argue however, that to create a new 
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environmental identity is a potentially dangerous form of social constructivism that could 

result in an identity that fails to be properly adapted to the environment and results in 

further, albeit unintentional, environmental degradation and destruction.  Gainism could 

serve as an example of this option; this is a recent philosophy engendering a new mode of 

spirituality that posits certain ideas and beliefs about the natural world; however these 

ideas rest largely upon the theoretical musings of one individual, rather than the 

collective pooling of experience that goes into the formation of an identity like that 

represented by the Gagadju.  A well meaning Gainist could promote certain 

environmental practices that correlate well to the philosophy behind Gainism, but may in 

fact be environmentally harmful.   

The second option is the one followed by those who try to find a “green” Kant or 

Aristotle, or adapt an approach like Husserlian phenomenology into an eco-

phenomenology.  With the exception of Abram, who finds a great deal of congruence 

between phenomenology and indigenous modes of relating to and experiencing the 

natural world, other thinkers dealt with here seem to suggest that this approach is 

insufficient and we need to develop the type of “new rationality” that Plumwood 

considers to be necessary.  

I don’t want to set up too much of an either/or scenario.  I actually think what is 

called for is a blend of options 2 and 3.  Scholars like Abram and Utsler show that there 

are figures in our Western intellectual inheritance who can shed light on our relationship 

to the natural world and help us to live better on this earth.  However much of this 

dissertation argues for the legitimacy of option 3, because that is the one that is most 
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contested4, but also, I think, the most fruitful.  Other existing environmental identities 

have coevolved with the landscape and that is one reason for their success; there are 

aspects of these identities that can potentially be universalizable and applicable to 

different peoples in similar environmental contexts.  However, by embracing this option 

we need to deal with the potential issues surrounding that option—the issue raised by the 

conference participant that such an approach may amount to reprehensible cultural 

appropriation, or the further epistemological challenge that we simply cannot know or 

fully understand those cultural modes of interacting with the landscape because they are 

the result of a unique interaction with a specific environmental landscape. 

In the following chapter I provide an overview of the influential philosophers and 

authors like Lynn White Jr. and Val Plumwood, who, in different ways, have made the 

claim that it is our philosophical frameworks that have facilitated the thinking which has 

led to environmental degradation, and thus it is this intellectual tradition that needs to be 

altered or abandoned.    

In the third chapter I focus more explicitly on the work of Val Plumwood to 

examine the issue of whether revisiting our inherited intellectual tradition can be a means 

of arriving at the new environmental identity, whether it must be created anew, or 

whether it can be borrowed from other existing cultures.  She does not give a full 

treatment of this issue per se; however, I construct a coherent approach to this issue, 

which I believe can be pieced together from her books Environmental Culture: The 

                                                 
4 There may be some philosophers who object to applying canonical Western philosophical figures to 
issues pertaining to the environment, but those concerns are of a different nature than the objection that we 
cannot appeal to indigenous knowledge because it is epistemically inaccessible or ethically inappropriate to 
do so. 
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Ecological Crisis of Reason (2002) and Feminism and the Mastery of Nature (1993).  She 

offers a great deal to think about on this issue, but ultimately her thought can be seen as 

self-contradictory at time albeit a rich resource to be developed further. 

In the fourth chapter I present my case study of a comparison of toponyms as a 

concrete example of the types of knowledge and means of relating to the natural world 

we could gain from an encounter with indigenous cultures. 

In the fifth chapter I address the third option, primarily through an engagement 

with the philosophy of Dan Wildcat.  We have grown increasingly aware of the need to 

adopt more biologically diverse practices, but less attention has been given to doing the 

same regarding cultural approaches.  For instance, we are aware of the threats that 

monocultures pose in terms of agriculture and aquaculture; if a society is too reliant on 

one food crop and narrowly focuses on growing that one crop at the expense of others, 

this can threaten food security should some disease or other factor threaten the viability 

of that crop.  This simple fact is easily understood, but not always acted upon.  Not only 

is this better for humans and our food supply, but it also appears to be more beneficial 

overall.  In aquaculture for instance, researchers have shown that rather than maintaining 

one fish species in a tank of water and actively maintaining the artificial environment, it 

is better to have multiple species living together in the same tank, mimicking a small 

ecosystem, to actively recycle nutrients and filter wastes and so forth, requiring less 

active managing and a healthier environment for the fish. 

To only be allowed to restrict oneself to one’s own cultural traditions when 

dealing with formulating better ways of living with the environment is a different form of 
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monoculture, and I argue, an equally dangerous one.  In industrialized nations like the 

United States, the effects of our interactions with the environment are global.  The 

solutions to such problems need to be global as well.  To state that we can only think 

from our own cultural traditions is equivalent to separating out fish species in aquaculture 

and isolating them in their own tanks; it’s an artificial construction.  Interaction and 

mutual influence occurs naturally on biological levels, but also culturally.   

Cultural exchange and hybridization is an organic process.  In the same way that 

diversity and integration is healthy and fruitful on biological and ecological levels, I 

argue it is equally beneficial on cultural and intellectual levels.  With multiple ways of 

inhabiting and knowing the natural world, it seems foolish to isolate and segregate these 

different forms of life and knowledge, when they could be hybridized to lead towards 

more healthy ways of living in and knowing the world, which could be beneficial to all. 

Such a proposal is highly controversial however.  I called such an attitude an 

Enlightenment ideal earlier on, but this attitude certainly predates Enlightenment 

philosophy.  In the ninth century, Arab philosopher al-Kindi stated, “We ought not to be 

ashamed of applauding the truth, nor appropriating the truth from whatever source it may 

come, even if it be from remote races and nations alien to us.  There is nothing that 

beseems the seeker after truth better than truth itself” (Arberry, 34).  It is the knowledge 

itself which is important and worthy of testing, not the source.  In the twelfth century, the 

more familiar Arab philosopher Ibn Rushd (Averroes) made a similar claim:  

And, if before us, somebody has enquired into it, we should derive help from 
what he has said. It is quite immaterial whether that man is our co-religionist or 
not; for the instrument by which purification is perfected is not made uncertain in 
its usefulness by its being in the hands of one of our own party, or of a foreigner, 
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if it possesses the attributes of truth. By these latter we mean those Ancients who 
investigated these things before the advent of Islam. (Medieval Sourcebook) 

 
These claims are liable to being challenged by strains in more contemporary 

philosophy that emphasize situated epistemologies, which suggest that knowledge is 

contextualized within a specific person/community of persons and their particular 

experiences.  If this is the case, there may be epistemological pitfalls in attempting to 

“appropriate” the truth from other cultural groups in the manner al-Kindi proposes.  

There is an attendant ethical issue as well, which is whether we are allowed to borrow 

from indigenous lifeways or use them as a resource for reformulating our own 

environmental identities.   

This issue may be made clearer by way of an analogy to archaeology.  From the 

standpoint of pure knowledge, digging up American Indian home sites and even burial 

sites may offer us access to important knowledge and information as to how these people 

lived, what they ate, etc.  We may be able to gain insight into what cause collapses of 

various cultures by means of such archaeological investigation.  However, if there are 

living members of the groups whose site the archaeologists want to explore, and those 

groups do not give their consent, this certainly seems like a valid reason not to pursue this 

knowledge.  It may not be morally permissible to pursue this scientific and sociological 

knowledge in defiance of their wishes.  Do we face a similar moral restriction from 

borrowing information from other cultures that may yet be available to us without such 

intrusive measures?  I take up these epistemological and ethical issues in Chapter 5. 

Ultimately, I argue that the most promising path to take is the third path that I 

have laid out, agreeing with Wildcat when he passionately claims: 
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We are indeed facing a climate change, and in order to effectively address this 
change, our cultural climate will have to change too.  An indigenous inheritance 
exists for humankind that takes many forms from many places and peoples 
regarding how humankind might reexamine lifeways that, although hardly 
without failures and mistakes, suggest in practical terms how we might adopt life-
enhancing cultures situated in a symbiotic relationship with nature.  Will this 
indigenous inheritance be denied and go unclaimed?  I hope not, for the sake of 
the rich diversity of life we share this planet with and for the sake of our human 
selves.  It is time to issue a Red Alert. (11-12) 

 
There is a sense in which I think scholars like my own critic, in trying to be 

socially responsible risk unintentionally, and counterproductively, reverting to what 

Robert Audi calls an insular “tribalism” (2007, 31).  Such isolation is improbable in the 

contemporary world where telecommunication and Internet accessibility are bringing 

those who in eras past would have been a world apart, now within instant 

communication.  The challenge is not to revert to an ethnocentric form of doing 

philosophy, but how to synthesize and borrow from other traditions without 

inappropriately plundering the knowledge and traditions of other cultures against their 

wills.  This can work both ways as we have knowledge and technologies that indigenous 

communities in areas adversely affected by climate change would like access to.   

In the end however, I believe that I can sidestep these ethical challenges because I 

am not advocating for borrowing or taking anything that can be realistically claimed to 

belong to anyone.  I ultimately show the ways in which many indigenous environmental 

identities evince the positive aspects of the ecological self that Plumwood was after; that 

is, they are continuous with the landscape and emergent from it.  I think in our effort to 

transform our own environmental identities in the West, we need to seek new ways to 

foster more sustainable environmental identities that are emergent from the environments 
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we inhabit.  For practical ways of going about doing that, we can look for inspiration to 

indigenous lifeways that demonstrate these beneficial environmental identities.  This 

emergent feature of so many sustainable indigenous environmental identities is so 

prevalent all over the world as to be too abstract to be possible to appropriate from any 

one or any group in particular. 

I think however in learning from indigenous communities, we must be sure that 

we are not studying about these cultures but learning from them.  We need to respect 

their agency and invite their collaboration.  This participatory element is something that 

is downplayed by Wildcat.  I flesh out and bolster this participatory element near the end 

of Chapter 5 in advocating a two-pronged approach to incorporating indigenous 

knowledge. 

I agree with Wildcat that indigenous communities have knowledge that can 

benefit the national and international discourse on confronting environmental challenges.  

That being said, indigenous voices need to be present at those conversations; we need to 

ensure they are given proper opportunity to vocalize and share their perspective if they so 

choose.  This participatory element is insufficient in and of itself however.  We in the 

West with estranged environmental identities need to actively try to restore or create 

more collaborative relationships to the environments we inhabit; that is, we need to seek 

to create our own emergent identities.  For this, I argue, we can look to positive examples 

among indigenous populations of sustainable environmental identities.  I ultimately 

conclude we need a two-pronged approach where we are simultaneously acting in a way 
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to facilitate greater participation in policy discussions by indigenous persons, and actively 

working to create our own more sustainable environmental identities.
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CHAPTER 2  

PERSPECTIVES ON THE CANONICAL WESTERN PHILOSOPHICAL 

TRADITION: A RESOURCE OR A NON-STARTER FOR  

NEW ENVIRONMENTAL IDENTITIES? 

In the previous chapter, I outlined three different options for rethinking our 

environmental identities to facilitate healthier and more sustainable relationships to our 

surrounding environments.  There is, however, an unstated option that needs mentioned 

on account of its possibility for being the first option that comes to the mind of some 

readers.  This fourth option is maintaining the status quo but seeking to do it better—

more efficiently.  That is, rather than radically rethinking our environmental identities, 

adherents to this fourth option would suggest all we really need to do to address 

environmental problems is to improve on our already existing technologies and 

infrastructure.   

An example of this fourth option is as follows: rather than rethinking the ways in 

which we transport ourselves to different places and how we might choose to live in 

closer proximity to our places of work and shops, etc., the fourth option would comfort us 

that we need not pursue such radical revisions but we can continue to rely on our 

automobiles but we should devise methods to ensure they get 100 miles per gallon rather 

than 19 (or require no gasoline).  I don’t want to write off such an approach entirely; 

there is certainly a lot of progress that can be made by enacting such efficiencies.  

However, I fear that it is not enough to solve the environmental problems we face.  
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This fourth option manifests itself in different forms.  We can see this mode of 

thinking not only in our technological optimism, but also in appeals for sustainable 

development and environmental economics or green consumerism.  All three of these 

approaches still enjoy a great deal of popularity; one could say their appeal derives from 

the fact that they require little fundamental change—development as such is not 

challenged under sustainable development, just the means of development.  Consumerism 

as such is not challenged by green consumerism, rather we can feel good about our 

environmental impacts by choosing “green” products; our environmental identities 

remain largely consumerist however. 

Mark Sagoff is a well-known critic of economic means of valuing the natural 

environment via “willingness to pay” and cost benefit analysis.  Over three decades ago 

he challenged the “willingness to pay” model that many had promoted as a good indicator 

for how much value individuals and communities place upon environments, the 

inhabitants of those environments, and the services provided by those environments.  The 

problem, as he states it is that, “not all of us think of ourselves simply as consumers.  

Many of us regard ourselves as citizens as well.  We act as consumers to get what we 

want for ourselves.  We act as citizens to achieve what we think is right or best for the 

community” (Sagoff 1981, 468).  The problem is that there are certain things that we do 

not want to reduce to purely economic value—Sagoff’s examples are worker safety and 

environmental quality—he suggests there is a value to worker safety and environmental 

quality that rises above any strictly economic value.  Consequently, we should not be 
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content to expose workers to dangerous workplaces even if it would be economically 

advantageous to do so. 

Sagoff argues that under the environmental economics model, the “citizen has 

been replaced by the consumer” (1981, 471).  We see something like this still at work 

today in the example I bring up later of the Obama administration’s attempt to make the 

incandescent light bulb obsolete via legislation.  The outcry from opponents to this 

legislation centered on the power and presumed right of consumer choice; the individual, 

as a consumer, ought to have the ability to choose which light bulb is best for his or her 

home or workplace—regardless of whether or not this is in the best interest of the 

community.  If a consumer doesn’t value energy efficiency, she shouldn’t have to pay for 

it; if she is conservation-minded and can afford to buy the energy efficient bulbs, then the 

market can provide that choice to her.  Sagoff would suggest that the proper place to 

discuss and potentially promote environmental values is in the political process, not in the 

marketplace.  The point being if it is right to conserve energy, provide for clean air and 

water, etc., these ought to be right because as a community we agree and promote these 

values—it should be regarded as good as such, not good because someone or some group 

is willing to pay for those things—the morality of a given thing is a separate issue from 

how much a person is willing to pay for it. 

The problem with green consumerism is that it perpetuates consumerism and the 

status quo.  That is, we don’t need to fundamentally shift our consciousness and identity 

away from being a consumer, but rather things will be better if we just shift our consumer 

habits—leverage our purchasing power to affect positive change.  Again, there certainly 
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is something to be said for the effect green consumerism can have on the environment, 

but the question is whether this is an adequate or ultimately superficial response to the 

environmental challenges we face.  I argue the latter. 

Sustainable development can be criticized in much the same manner.  Sustainable 

development has enjoyed popular support, and has been championed by bodies like the 

United Nations where it is a guiding principle behind their Agenda 21.  The most popular 

definition of sustainability comes from the United Nations’ “Report of the World 

Commission on Environment and Development: Our Common Future,” sometimes 

referred to as the “Brundtland report” in deference to Gro Harlem Brundtland, the 

commission’s chair.  The definition of sustainability that comes from this report is 

“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (United Nations 

1987). 

In much the same way that green consumerism can be critiqued, Wolfgang Sachs 

has launched critiques against sustainable development as failing to question the very 

concept of development itself.  It has been taken as a given that development will and 

ought to continue, it is just a matter of what shape that development will take.  Sachs 

contests that the underlying principles of development are not challenged by sustainable 

development, rather the time frame is extended to consider the impacts of development 

on future generations.  A more radical proposal would be to question the guiding 

principles of development itself.  Sachs states, “‘sustainable development’ calls for the 

conservation of development, not for the conservation of nature” (1999, 34).  The 
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question here is a matter of what exactly we are seeking to sustain in sustainable 

development—the environment, or the goals of development?  Sachs clearly criticizes 

sustainable development as seeking to sustain the project of development, which is left 

unchallenged by ideology of sustainable development. 

More pervasive even than the green consumerist and sustainable development 

approaches as fourth options is the “techno-fix solution.”  Lynn White Jr. is the figure 

best known for engaging this popular position that maintains environmental problems are 

essentially technological problems with technological solutions.  In the following section 

I engage White’s seminal arguments against this position.  Though White’s positions will 

be well known to some readers, I deal with his work in some detail in this section because 

I argue he is important both for his rejection of this techno-fix solution as a potential 

fourth option, but also his analysis is representative of what I call a therapeutic approach 

to doing environmental ethics and striving to resolve environmental problems.   

In the remainder of the chapter I show how this therapeutic approach has 

influenced early scholars in the field of environmental ethics such as J. Baird Callicott 

and was then challenged by a pragmatic, policy-oriented mode of doing environmental 

ethics.  If we reject the fourth option, which is a status quo position, then I argue that we 

are faced with a philosophical problem requiring a therapeutic approach.  Environmental 

problems will only be addressed by radically altering our consciousness and 

environmental identities.  This then, leads us into the analysis of the three different 

options that I introduced in Chapter 1. 
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White’s “Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis” 

White begins his seminal essay with a discussion of how all forms of life, not just 

human beings, but all species modify their environments.  Throughout our own species’s 

history then, we have likewise modified our surroundings to suit our needs.  What is new 

however is the scope and scale of the changes we are able to introduce.  Perhaps no 

species has ever been as successful as human beings have been in modifying our 

environment to suit our purposes.  In the late 1960s White writes that “it was not until 

about four generations ago that Western Europe and North America arranged a marriage 

between science and technology, a union of theoretical and the empirical approaches to 

our natural environment” (1967, 1203).  He goes on to say that this idea that knowledge 

of the natural world—scientific knowledge, entails “technological power over the natural 

world,” cannot be dated before 1850, and that “Its acceptance as a normal pattern of 

action may mark the greatest event in human history since the invention of agriculture, 

and perhaps in nonhuman terrestrial history as well” (1969, 1203). 

Even in the relatively short span of time since this date, the kinds of technologies 

we have, and the corresponding impact they make upon the natural world have changed 

significantly.  He uses war as an example of this; arguing that the impacts of war in the 

19th century would have been relatively small on a local level, as opposed to the more 

expansive threats nuclear war now pose. 

White argues that the simple solution is to try to stop the degree to which we are 

modifying and degrading the natural environment, but argues that this is too simple of a 

suggestion.  He likewise rejects atavistic approaches to reverting to a simpler and 
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idealized past in which humans allegedly lived in “harmony” with nature.  One figure 

who embraces this atavistic approach is the late human ecologist Paul Shepard.  We 

return to his work later in this study, for while he is often criticized as being romantically 

atavistic, a reading of his works, such as Coming Home to the Pleistocene (1998), reveals 

suggestions that help us incorporate elements of our past into our future identities. 

In a statement from which I have derived what I call the therapeutic approach, 

White claims, “Unless we think about fundamentals, our specific measures may produce 

new backlashes more serious than those they are designed to remedy” (1967, 1204).  For 

White then, we need to examine the root causes of the crisis itself; hence the title of his 

essay.  Because White sees the marriage of science and technology as the birth of the 

attitude towards the natural world that facilitated the environmental problems present 

today, White aims to discover what values and presuppositions were present in modern 

science and technology preceding their being brought together (1969, 1204). 

One of the key claims White makes is that science and technology are 

distinctively Western in nature.  In labs around the world, be they in Japan or Nigeria, as 

he says, the individuals in those labs are functioning like Western scientists, and what 

they are doing is Western science (1967, 1204).  So no matter who the researcher is, and 

where he or she is located, the science they are doing is Western in nature.  Of course, 

many scholars would justly critique this conception of science.  First of all, it is likely 

impossible in practice to reach such extremes of objectivity, and secondly it reduces to 

the status of pseudo-science or worse those alternative approaches to science that do not 

perfectly adhere to the institutionalize mode of doing science.   
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Although I am sympathetic to this critique, it remains true that scientists in labs 

and universities around the world would embrace this notion of science as White 

characterizes it.  Indeed in a recent talk on my campus I heard a professor of mathematics 

vehemently defending math similar to the manner in which White characterizes science.  

This professor argued that we cannot and should not accept the idea that there could be 

male-chauvinist math and feminist math, etc.  He passionately defended the idea that 

there is one mode of doing math, which is the “true” mode, and denying this would open 

the floodgates to a kind of scientific relativism where, in his words, voodoo would be just 

as good as Western science (which clearly was a notion he wanted to deny). 

The fact then that there clearly are researchers and professionals who hold 

White’s view of math and science is significant for White’s broader claim.  This mode of 

doing math and science, which has come to be institutionalized in a certain form, has 

been heavily influenced by the Western philosophical tradition.  Consequently there are 

deeply Western ideas and values built into what has come to be seen by many as the one 

true way of doing math and science.  If technology is the practical marriage of math and 

science, and these approaches to knowledges are imbued with the ideas and values that 

have led to our environmental crises, then clearly that is some justification for White’s 

claim that more and more technology is not the remedy to our environmental problems 

but may in fact just make them worse.  We would be perpetuating the same ideas that 

have divorced us from the natural world and enabled us to instrumentalize it for our 

needs. 
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White points towards a specific technology as representative of a shift towards a 

new relationship with the natural world.  He argues the more efficient plowing 

technologies enabled farmers to move from subsistence farming, where they provided for 

the needs of their family, to generating more crops than they needed for their 

consumption, increasing their yield as the new technologies would allow.  Thus, White 

claims, in one of the more potent statements of his essay, “Man’s relationship to the soil 

was profoundly changed.  Formerly man had been part of nature; now he was the 

exploiter of nature” (1967, 1205). 

White is not alone in drawing attention to the development of agriculture as one 

of the defining moments in our altered relationship to the natural world.  Shepard, in 

Nature and Madness and other works, gives an even more radical analysis than White in 

condemning the myriad ways in which agriculture—and the structural changes to human 

existence that go along with it—has affected our relationship to the natural world.  While 

White states earlier in his essay that all forms of life on earth modify their environments, 

the practice of agriculture is a defining moment when our species systematically set 

nature to work for us to meet our needs. 

White does not go so far as to condemn agriculture as such.  Rather, he 

specifically calls attention to the new technologies that allowed agriculture to transition 

from a local and low-scale practice, with little impact upon the land, to an exploitative 

one that can deplete and diminish the quality of the land being farmed. 

We must be careful not to give too deterministic a reading of technology; we do 

not want to say that it is the plow as such that brought about these changes in the 
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relationship to the land.  The plow is simply a mediating tool between its user and the 

environment; how the farmer uses that plow is the result of the farmer’s ideas and beliefs 

about the land and his or her relationship to it.  In the key statement in his essay 

representing what I am calling his therapeutic approach, White claims, “What people do 

about their ecology depends on what they think about themselves in relation to things 

around them” (1967, 1205).  Again, it’s not the technologies themselves that are the 

problem, but the users and their thoughts and values that contribute to the creation and 

use of those technologies.  As philosophers then, we want to get to these conceptual 

frameworks5 that undergird the development of environmentally destructive technologies, 

and unhealthy relationships to the natural world expressed by various environmental 

identities.   

White’s specific means of examining the conceptual frameworks underlying our 

Western technologies is to examine the Christian lens on humanity’s relationship to the 

natural world.   

Our daily habits of action, for example, are dominated by an implicit faith in 
perpetual progress which was unknown either to Greco-Roman antiquity or to the 
Orient.  It is rooted, and is indefensible apart from, Judeo-Christian 
teleology…We continue today to live, as we have lived for about 1700 years, very 
largely in a context of Christian axioms.” (1967, 1205) 

 

                                                 
5 In using the term “conceptual frameworks,” I am conceding to the editorial authority of J. Baird Callicott.  
In writing the annotation to White’s Historical Roots piece for the Encyclopedia of Environmental Ethics 
and Philosophy (2009), I originally wrote, “Science and technology cannot solve [the environmental 
problems we face], and indeed will only exacerbate [them] unless we address the fact that the crisis is 
largely religious in nature.” Callicott, upon revision, substituted the word conceptual for religious.  While I 
agree that conceptual is the better term in general, and helps to justify the practice of environmental 
philosophy, we may still be justified in arguing that for White at least, and in this essay in particular, he 
does locate the root cause of the environmental crisis in our Western religious traditions—particularly 
Christianity. 
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Some of the significant influences White attributes to the Judeo-Christian 

tradition are a new notion of time as linear—as opposed to the Greek concept of time as 

cyclical.  Coupled with this linear notion of time is a creation story.  Much has been 

written in environmental ethics regarding the dominion theme of the first creation story, 

where God hands His creation over to Adam and Eve, granting them authority over and 

access to the other animals of creation.  The Judeo-Christian tradition is also said by 

White to be heavily anthropocentric in a manner that other and older traditions are not.  

The idea that the natural world is there for humans to use and enjoy; that its value lies 

precisely in being a resource for our use—that is the view of the natural world as only 

possessing instrumental value, is a dominant theme in environmental philosophy that is 

often traced back to this creation narrative White discusses. 

The point of connection for religion and philosophy for our purposes here is the 

natural philosophers, who straddled the line between scientist and philosopher, like 

Galileo, Newton, Descartes, and Leibniz.  Many of the great philosophers of the Western 

philosophical tradition were deeply inspired by their faith, and indeed much of early 

Western science can be characterized as almost devotional, where thinkers are trying to 

“think God’s thoughts” and thereby gain a better understanding of the nature of God and 

how God works but understanding His creation.  How sincere philosophers like Descartes 

were in these claims is always a matter of great contention; however, the idea that 

studying the natural world as a means to get inside of God’s mind, and understand and 

reveal the thought processes that went into creation, was certainly a prevalent attitude 

among the natural philosophers.    
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For White then, the religious motivation behind the quest for scientific 

understanding explains the influence of the Judeo-Christian tradition on the development 

of science and technology, and accounts for part of what makes science and technology 

distinctively Western.  The fact that most scientists working today would not claim to 

have religious motivations behind their work does not eliminate the fact that they are 

working in a practice that has been molded by Judeo-Christian influences and values. 

This fact that science and technology are imbued with the very Judeo-Christian 

values that ostensibly led to ecologically unhealthy environmental identities leads White 

to conclude that science and technology cannot by themselves bring us out of the 

environmental crises we face.  This of course runs contrary to our nation’s natural 

approach to environmental problems, which is generally firmly grounded in the idea that 

better and more efficient technologies are the best way to confront the environmental 

problems of our day (while requiring the least amount of change to our current lifestyles).  

This is one reason that White’s article is so attractive to philosophy and religion 

scholars—because if he is right, then most environmental problems are not, as we often 

view them, scientific, or technological problems; rather they are conceptual or 

philosophical problems.  As a result, we should not be, or should not solely be investing 

in clean energy technologies, but also in environmental education for the purpose of 

fostering more sensitive and sustainable environmental identities that will consequently 

lead to more sustainable lives. 

If it is not technology, what will it take to lead us out of the environmental crisis?  

If one follows White’s lead, then what is needed is a rethinking of our religious 
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traditions, or the creation of new ones.  “More science and more technology are not going 

to get us out of the present ecologic crisis until we find a new religion, or rethink our old 

one” (White 1967, 1206). 

This passage is highly relevant to my current project.  White presents us with two 

options: rethinking our old traditions, or creating something new.  Importantly, he 

questions the viability of looking to external traditions for help, only to reject the 

possibility.  He notes the current attraction at the time of his writing to Buddhism, but is 

skeptical as to whether Westerners could truly adopt the principles Buddhism accounting 

for the radically foreign history the Buddhist tradition grew out of.  As I have already 

outlined above, I examine all three possibilities, and I am not so quick to dismiss the 

potential for engaging with external traditions, in fact I conclude that this is the most 

promising option available to us.  There may be something inherently problematic in the 

very idea of trying to radically separate one culture from another; while it may be done 

out of an effort to respect the difference of the other and honor their distinct history, it 

may ignore, or at least downplay the ways in which there have always been interplay 

between different cultures for better (in the case of mutually beneficial trade 

relationships, etc.) or for worse (in the case of exploitation, expropriation, etc.). 

Indeed, we must be careful here because not all hybridizing happens peacefully or 

willfully.  Walter Mignolo speaks to this when he discusses the concept of “border 

thinking.”  In colonial contexts there is a hybridization that is the result of an oppressive 

power differential.   

...the Spanish missionary and the French philosopher did not have to incorporate 
Indigenous languages and experiences into their theological or egological frame 
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of thinking.  The Aymara or Nahuatl intellectuals of what are now Bolivia, 
Mexico, and Central America had no choice, because Spanish and French 
institutions were set up in their territory, on top of and around their dwelling 
places.  For that material reason, border thinking is the consequence of the power 
differential under modern/colonial conditions, a power differential that constitutes 
the colonial difference (Mignolo 2005, 10). 

 
So, to be sure, it is not enough to say hybridization happens naturally.  

Occasionally it happens through violence, but we must also acknowledge the intercultural 

exchange that is possible in more peaceable travel and trade situations.   

In any case, engaging other traditions is slightly different from the option 

dismissed by White.  What he is skeptical of is whether as a culture, Westerners could 

adopt Buddhism wholesale.  Later in this work, I argue that there are elements from 

indigenous cultures and ways of life that we can integrate into a new identity for 

ourselves; however, I do not advocate we become members of those traditions, nor do I 

think that is possible.  I think we are creating something new, but it is not being created 

from scratch, but rather we are building through engagement with other traditions and 

incorporating components of other means of relating to the natural world that have 

already been proven to be beneficial.  And this is nothing new; the borrowing, blending, 

and hybridizing of cultures has been going on from the very beginning of our species.   

However, if we are blocked off from engaging external traditions because of 

ethical and or epistemological concerns, the other option available to us is returning to 

our own traditions and exposing dissenting voices or contrasting perspectives from within 

the mainstream understanding of a tradition.  White famously points to St. Francis of 

Assisi as representing an alternative Christian perspective towards nature and humanity’s 

place within it.  St. Francis, he argues did not commit the same sins against nature as 



48 

others from the Christian tradition but rather exhibited a unique connection to the natural 

world where he paid homage to the living beings and natural features around him.  One 

way of moving forward then could be to recapture the Franciscan spirit of Christianity.   

In the same way that we may find contrasting voices from within our own 

tradition that can guide us forward, I think it is legitimate to examine contrasting voices 

from outside one’s tradition.  In this way, I argue we need not and likely cannot become 

Hopi, for example, but there may be elements of the Hopi perspective that we can learn 

from; ways of better interacting with the land that the Hopi could instruct us on, which 

we then blend in to our new environmental identities.  In this respect, I am more 

optimistic than White about the possibility of looking to resources outside one’s own 

tradition.   

 

Lynn White Jr.’s Therapeutic Approach 

Analyzing the work of Lynn White Jr. provides us the opportunity to discuss two 

fundamentally different approaches to doing environmental ethics.  I have suggested that 

White can be classified as taking a therapeutic approach to our environmental problems.  

This therapeutic approach was taken up in an important way by leading figures who 

followed White’s lead, such as J. Baird Callicott—to be challenged later by scholars 

advocating a policy approach to resolving environmental problems.  First, let’s look at 

the ways in which White embodies what I call the therapeutic approach. 

The fundamental argument presented by White, as I interpret it, is that it is not our 

technologies that are to blame for our environmental problems.  That is, the fact that we 
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have poor air quality in most major metropolitan areas is not the fault of automobiles; 

they are of course a major source of greenhouse gas pollution, but they are not the 

fundamental problem.  The fundamental problem is our relationships to the environments 

we inhabit and the values with which we approach the natural world.  Our values 

pertaining to the natural world are embedded in our technologies and in the ways we 

design and construct our lived environments.  Thus if we want to safeguard the natural 

world, it is not solely a matter of better and more efficient technologies, but rather 

reoriented values that flow into those technologies.  These values constitute a part of our 

identities; this explains why there is a need in environmental philosophy today to focus 

on environmental identities, and the necessity of transforming our identities to 

incorporate more environmentally sensitive values. 

The perspective outlined above is not uncontroversial.  There certainly are those 

who would argue that a major source of our environmental problems is the result of 

inefficient technologies that could be improved upon.  That is, if we could develop zero 

emissions vehicles and other “green technologies,” that would go a long ways towards 

mitigating environmental problems.  R. Bruce Hull does a nice job in his book Infinite 

Nature of describing the ideological clashes between those he names “technological 

optimists,” and those he calls “technological skeptics” (2006).   

Technological optimists believe in the promises of green and “soft” technologies 

that can mimic nature, and perhaps even improve upon nature.  Alarmism is something 

that has been a part of our societies for quite some time.  Most people have by now heard 

something about the dangers of climate change, for instance, and the threats to simple, 
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yet important things like clean water.  However, many people are equally sure we will be 

up to the task of finding innovative technological solutions to these challenges, and they 

have reason to be confident.  Hull chronicles the many times alarmists have been proven 

wrong in the past.  In one now humorous example, he documents the concern during the 

19th century in the United States that the country could not sustain a population larger 

than a few million people.  The specific reason for this was our heavy reliance on animals 

for both food and transportation, and he states, “This nineteenth-century prediction 

assumed that the limiting factor to sustainability would be the pasture required to feed 

horses and other beasts of burden, which were then the primary engines behind 

transportation, agriculture, and industry” (Hull, 63).  This concern was lifted through the 

graces of technology and the development of the steam and internal combustion engines.  

A recent article from the Atlantic magazine (July/August 2009) on geo-engineering 

describes some radical proposals for how we might manipulate the planet through 

aggressive technologies to actually cool the global temperature and regulate it to a 

desired norm.  

Technological skeptics on the other hand argue that the best provider for human 

life on earth has been our earth’s natural resources.  The best way to provide for future 

generations then is to ensure that they will have adequate access to a healthy environment 

with sufficient resources.  Skeptics fear becoming overly reliant on technologies as a 

substitute for natural functions and fear the negative possibilities of an over reliance on 

technologies to provide essential resources for our survival.  In the case of geo-

engineering proposals then, it would be inappropriate in a techno-skeptics eye’s to 
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continue on our current path but become reliant on technological means to regulate the 

climate, because should those technologies fail, that would likely spell disaster. 

I take White to be more representative of the technological-skeptics camp, which 

is an outgrowth of his therapeutic approach; the environmental problem is first and 

foremost a problem of what we think, which largely influences for what we do.  Looking 

towards technological advancement as a savior for our environmental problems is 

avoiding the root cause of our environmental problems: the root cause lies in our thoughts 

and values pertaining to the natural world and how we conceive of our relationship to that 

world.  Consequently, we need to go back and rethink those thoughts and values.  This is 

what makes White a representative of what I am calling the therapeutic approach.   In this 

dissertation, I do not wish to explicitly engage this debate between the technological 

skeptics and optimists, however even if one does side with the optimists, I still take it as 

true that technologies are imbued with certain values that have gone into their 

construction.  As a result, a therapeutic approach is beneficial regardless of one’s 

comportment towards technology. 

 

Development of the Field 

White’s prescriptions have been taken up in important ways by some 

environmental philosophers that seek to engage our human ways of valuing and engaging 

the natural world.  It is helpful at this point to take a step back and look at how this 

therapeutic approach has been secularized and incorporated into academic environmental 

philosophy.  For many environmental philosophers it is no longer our religious traditions 
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that need to be rethought, but our philosophical traditions. Scholars like Val Plumwood, 

whose work is dealt with in the next chapter, criticize the history of Western philosophy 

as corrupt and in need of replacement with a new rationality.  There are also those 

however that hold out hope that the Western canon can be revisited and revised and offer 

guidance in dealing with our environmental problems.  In this section, I provide a brief 

background on how canonical Western figures have been used and disabused by 

environmental ethicists. 

Environmental ethics has matured into a distinct sub-discipline of philosophy in 

its own right since its birth in the latter half of the 20th century.  One way to tell the story 

of the birth and development of the field is as follows: philosophers who were trained in 

canonical fields of Western philosophy, with a passion for the environment and concerns 

regarding threats posed to the landscapes or animals that they loved, combined their 

interests with their professional training.  For example, Eugene Hargrove, one of the 

founders of our department at the University of North Texas, has said it was his interest 

in preserving caves that first motivated him to undertake environmental ethics 

scholarship.  His philosophical activities took him from his dissertation on the philosophy 

of Wittgenstein to thinking and writing about environmental issues and eventually 

founding the Center for Environmental Philosophy and the first outlet for philosophical 

papers related to environmental issues—Environmental Ethics. 

This development followed in the wake of similar applications of philosophical 

thought to practical affairs—leading to what may be called an “applied turn” in 

philosophy.  J. Baird Callicott, a foundational figure in environmental ethics, presents 
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different visions of philosophy in “Environmental Philosophy is Environmental 

Activism: The Most Radical and Effective Kind” (Callicott 1995).  The first view is 

philosophy as Ivory tower scholasticism that deals with abstract issues that have little 

bearing on the “real world” and produces no tangible societal good.  Callicott has his 

reservations about how accurate such a characterization of academic philosophy and its 

uses are, but for the sake of argument, he concedes that the academic philosophy of the 

day may be regarded retrospectively as irrelevant.  In a deliberate attempt to “descend 

from the ivory tower,” groups of late 20th philosophers turned their attention towards 

“real-world” issues and the result was the birth of such sub-disciplines as business ethics, 

engineering ethics, biomedical ethics, environmental ethics, etc. (Callicott 1995, 20). 

Underlying Callicott’s hesitation in accepting the characterization of academic 

philosophy as irrelevant ivory tower hairsplitting is the fact that it is difficult to determine 

in advance what is idle theorizing and what is potentially socially transformative.  

Nonetheless, the point remains that some philosophers, in a conscious effort to turn their 

backs on ivory tower philosophizing, shifted their attention to areas of “real-world” 

practical concern, where their efforts would hopefully yield tangible results.  This applied 

turn has led, in some cases, to entire philosophy departments at many small institutions 

justifying their existence in terms of their contributions to professional programs: e.g. 

being able to offer healthcare ethics courses to students enrolled in nursing or medical 

programs. 

The fact that the first generation of environmental philosophers was not 

specifically trained in environmental philosophy is an obvious but not insignificant point 
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worth mentioning.  As opposed to the students at graduate programs now specializing in 

environmental philosophy, for example, who study the canonical and current thinkers and 

issues in environmental philosophy, these pioneering scholars trained in areas like 

Wittgenstein, Heidegger, Ancient Philosophy, etc.  As a result, the first generation of 

environmental philosophy scholars in many cases carried their preferred philosophical 

approaches and frameworks from their traditional philosophical training and applied it to 

their thinking about the natural world.   

The fact that the first generation of environmental ethicists was primarily trained 

in canonical figures in philosophy can help explain the initial appeal of the second option 

as I have described it.  If a scholar wrote her dissertation on Kantian ethics, then it is 

understandable how a deontological framework would be a natural resource for 

attempting to think through “real-world” problems such as the location of lead smelters, 

polluted water supplies, and climate change.  Of course these are problems with which 

Kant himself did not engage, so some creative interpretation and extension is required on 

the part of the trained Kantian to think how his framework could meaningfully be 

implemented to address these challenges.  Paul Taylor represents an example of this in 

the field of environmental ethics—attempting to extend Kant’s deontological ethics to the 

natural world.  Tom Regan extends the rights language typically associated with Kantian 

ethics to cover animals.  Peter Singer extends moral considerability to animals on the 

grounds that they possess the capacity to suffer, attempting to make good on Jeremy 

Bentham’s early philosophical claim that animals ought to be considered moral agents on 

account of their being the sorts of beings capable of having interests in much the same 
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manner as human beings.  We see this claim in Bentham’s An Introduction to the 

Principles of Morals and Legislation, and the more famous footnote to this claim where 

Bentham speculates that: 

The day may come, when the rest of the animal creation may acquire those rights 
which never could have been withholden from them but by the hand of tyranny.  
The French have already discovered that the blackness of the skin is no reason 
why a human being should be abandoned without redress to the caprice of a 
tormentor.  It may come one day to be recognized, that the number of the legs, the 
villosity of the skin, or the termination of the os sacrum, are reasons equally 
insufficient for abandoning a sensitive being to the same fate?  What else is it that 
should trace the unsuperable line?  Is it the faculty of reason, or, perhaps, the 
faculty of discourse...the question is not, Can they reason? nor, Can they talk? 
but, Can they suffer? (Bentham 1970, 283) 

 
Callicott finds the ethical extensionism by Singer and Regan to be problematic.  I 

am largely in agreement with Callicott on this point, and have argued that extending these 

classical moral frameworks that originally were meant to mediate our relationships and 

interactions with other humans to now cover our relationship and interactions with 

nonhumans leads to unintended and undesirable consequences (Parker 2007 & 2011). In 

an intellectual autobiography on his personal website where he details his entrance into 

the study of environmental philosophy, Callicott claims, “No philosopher in the canonical 

Western tradition had grappled in a sustained way with the ethical dimensions of the 

relationship between humans and nature.”6 Callicott desired to think anew about the 

philosophical challenges raised by environmental problems, and not be bound to any one 

given philosopher or philosophical approach. 

I find this recent intellectual autobiography to be an interesting read—interesting 

to see how a scholar like Callicott looks back on his career and provides an interpretation 

                                                 
6 http://jbcallicott.weebly.com/index.html  
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of what it was that he was doing.  A critical reader of this website may challenge this 

autobiography in light of his published works however; it is not so easy to “philosophize 

anew” and not be bound by any philosophical approach in particular.  We may say, for 

instance, that like it or not, Callicott is clearly influenced by the moral philosophy of 

David Hume, and deeply inspired in his environmental thought by the work of Aldo 

Leopold.  Callicott clearly places a certain value upon reflecting on his work and 

providing an account of it for his readers.  In his 1989 book In Defense of the Land Ethic: 

Essays in Environmental Philosophy he provides his reader with another biographical 

retrospective of his life and work.  In this introduction, he tries to differentiate his work 

from those who took canonical figures and applied them to various problems: 

The task of environmental philosophy, accordingly is to apply the environmental 
philosopher’s preferred standard moral theory—Kant’s deontology, Bentham’s 
utilitarianism, Mill’s utilitarianism, Rawls’s theory of justice, or whatever—to the 
novel moral situations created by the new technologies which had so dramatically 
and so dangerously altered “man’s” environment.  Since Western moral 
philosophy has been overwhelmingly if not entirely anthropocentric—i.e., 
focused exclusively on human welfare and the intrinsic value of human beings (or 
human experiences)—the environment enters into ethics, upon such an approach 
to environmental ethics, only as the arena of human interaction.  The environment 
is treated as, so to speak, a value-neutral vector between human moral agent and 
human moral patient.” (1989, 2) 

 
The problem that Callicott has with this approach is that these moral approaches 

to the environment tended to ignore the value of nature in its own right and any 

obligations humans might have to it as such.  He recognized what he determined to be a 

fundamental stumbling block—our moral theories were developed around interpersonal 

concerns, and as such founder or are inadequate without reform to address our 

relationship with and obligations to the natural world in its own right.  The right move for 
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Callicott is to “criticize [rather] than expand conventional Western moral philosophy (and 

metaphysics as well” (1989, 4).  Callicott finds a way to remain committed to academic 

philosophy and challenge the tradition by championing an outsider to the tradition (Aldo 

Leopold) who was nonetheless indirectly influenced by the tradition via Darwin who was 

in turn influenced by Hume’s moral philosophy (1989, 8). 

For many scholars, it was a specific environmental problem or issue, and a wish 

to ameliorate that specific environmental concern that motivated them to dedicate their 

lives and scholarly activities to environmental ethics.  In the early decades of 

environmental ethics scholarship, scholars attempted to gain clarity on philosophical 

concerns about whether plants, animals, places, or future generations could be said to 

have moral standing and to what extent.  If nature in general, or certain species or 

ecosystems more specifically could be said to have moral standing, what were our 

corresponding responsibilities?  For an example of this, consult the table of contents of 

Holmes Rolston’s text Environmental Ethics (1988).  Rolston is one of the pioneers of 

the field and the contents of this book read like a menu of various conceptions of duty 

towards the natural world in general, and components of the natural world particular. 

The end goal for many of the early environmental ethicists was ostensibly to use 

these philosophical insights to help ameliorate the problems that motivated the 

philosophical work in the first place.  For instance, someone like a Hargrove would have 

to examine whether his scholarship—by elucidating the value of caves and our interests 

and potential obligations in preserving caves—was in fact contributing to the 

preservation of any actually existing caves.  As the editor of the Environmental Ethics, he 
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published an editorial titled “What’s Wrong? Who’s to Blame?” (2003).  Here he 

addresses the criticism, voiced elsewhere as well, that the field has succeeded in 

producing a laudable body of philosophical work on our relationship and responsibilities 

to the natural world, but it has failed to have much positive impact in protecting and 

improving the condition of the environment that motivated the scholarship in the first 

place.  He references Andrew Light and Eric Katz, who in their introduction to 

Environmental Pragmatism (1996) argue that the field of environmental ethics has: 

produced a wide variety of positions and theories in an attempt to derive morally 
justifiable and adequate environmental policies.  On the other hand, it is difficult 
to see what practical effect the field of environmental ethics has had on the 
formation of environmental policy.  The intramural debates of environmental 
philosophers, although interesting, provocative and complex, seem to have no real 
impact on the deliberations of environmental scientists, activists and policy-
makers. (1996, 1) 
 

 The challenge here is that even if one embraces the therapeutic approach, there 

must eventually be a transition to application.  One cannot remain mired in diagnosis 

while the crises gets worse, eventually some plan of treatment must begin.  Hargrove, in 

his editorial however, eventually softens the self critique and directs some of the blame 

away from environmental ethicists and suggests that we have been successful in effecting 

positive change in the world, but others have to be more receptive responsive to our work 

and our recommendations.  Others are more comfortable absorbing the blame fully.   

Robert Frodeman, also a faculty member at the University of North Texas, has 

taken up this cry for a more relevant and policy-oriented environmental ethics (Frodeman 

2006; Briggle, Frodeman, and Holbrook 2006).  Frodeman has concluded more 

damningly than Hargrove that philosophers are largely to blame and must, for the most 
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part, cease with the intramural philosophical scholarship, and take philosophy outside the 

confines of academia and into the world, where it may have a positive impact.  For many 

such scholars, taking philosophy into the world entails taking it to scientists and policy 

makers whose work may have a direct bearing on the natural world philosophers are 

interested in caring for.  The problem here however, is this can become anti-therapy in 

the sense that if one moves too brazenly towards recommending a course of action 

without accurately diagnosing the problem, this can serve to only magnify the initial 

problem. 

This idea of ceasing intramural debates and taking philosophy outside of the 

confines of academia is nothing particularly new; in fact it has deep roots in the history of 

philosophy.  One need only think of the 167 year old proclamation by Marx in his 

eleventh thesis on Feuerbach that “The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in 

various ways; the point, however, is to change it” (Marx 1978, 145).  The Utilitarian 

philosophers Bentham and Mill were also not content to engage in theoretical philosophy 

alone, but took their philosophical ideas into the public sphere, with Mill in particular not 

just taking his ideas to policy makers but becoming one himself with a stint as a Member 

of Parliament as well as being elected by students to the position of rector at St. Andrews 

University (Capaldi 2004, 321-322).  Socrates himself, generally recognized as the father 

of Western philosophy, took his philosophical practice to the public sphere, engaging 

citizens with the hope of improving them.  One can trace a sort of pendulum motion in 

the history of Western philosophy where a primary emphasis is at times on theoretical 

speculative philosophy which then leads to a cry for practicality and real world 
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engagement and back again to theory to help us makes sense of the what we as 

philosophers encounter in these real world problems. 

 

“Therapeutic” vs. “Policy/Applied” Approaches 

I perceive a split in the type of procedural approach to doing philosophy that I am 

here associating with Callicott and Frodeman.  Callicott seems to turn away from 

intramural philosophical debate or application of the philosophy of canonical figures to 

environmental problems first, as a kind of philosophical challenge—claiming in his 

“Introductory Palinode” that such work is “beneath [his] dignity as a philosopher to work 

in the theoretical shadows of a Bentham or a Kant” (personal website).  So first there is 

the sort of challenge to think about these issues anew, and not be bound to the 

frameworks created by philosophers past (except, as mentioned in the previous section, it 

is neither exactly fair nor accurate for Callicott to claim he is thinking through these 

issues anew when he acknowledges an indebtedness to Leopold and the moral framework 

provided by Hume).  Second, and more to our purposes here, he claims that none of these 

canonical figures had thought about environmental issues in a systematic way.  At the 

end of the day however, it appears that Callicott views his task as working out the 

philosophical theory to their best of his ability and hoping others will take notice and find 

something of merit in their work that they wish to put into practice.  He notes, “I aspire to 

be a moral philosopher of the first water and so that’s what I consider to be my business, 

leaving the practical application of the theories we philosophers create for others to 

deploy” (Introductory Palinode, personal website). 
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Callicott praises the power of ideas and secularizes White’s more religious 

therapeutic approach.  Philosophers, by clarifying and shaping worldviews—which as 

White acknowledges, influence our actions—can quite literally have a profound impact 

on the world by doing what may be called “pure philosophy.”  To support this claim, 

Callicott cites Earth First! co-founder David Foreman who lists environmental 

philosophy first on a list of the four forces defining the conservation movement of the 90s 

(Callicott, 33).  So by doing pure philosophy we are potentially (if the ideas are taken up) 

contributing to subtle or radical shifts in our worldviews, which has the final result of 

affecting the actions undertaken in the world. 

To Callicott’s credit, his work has been taken up, not just by philosophers but also 

by ecologists and conservation biologists.  However, there is a sense in which this 

autobiographical account of his life’s work doesn’t do justice to some of the other work 

he has done in his professional life.  Describing his work in this way one could come 

away with the thought that he merely wrote articles and book chapters and sent them out 

and washed his hands of them, hoping they would contribute to positive change, when in 

fact he played significant consultancy and advisory roles—for example, as a consultant to 

the Earth Council for the United Nations Earth Charter Project, which was responsible for 

developing Agenda 21.  However, it could be that Callicott differentiates between this 

sort of work and his work as a philosopher; i.e. consulting and engaging in the policy 

process is a separate sphere of activity from philosophy proper. 

If the foregoing is fair, then the point would be that the philosophical work needs 

to get done before moving on the different work of crafting and implementing well-
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informed policy.  On this account, abandoning the task of philosophy to get straight to 

enacting legislation is putting the cart before the horse; or as Callicott puts it, “Reasons 

come first, policies second, not the other way around” (1995, 23). 

Environmental pragmatists and scholars advocate abandoning the type of narrow 

and intramural debates that philosophers conduct, seeing it largely as ineffectual.  The 

real way to affect change is to actively work for it by enacting smart legislation that will 

regulate individual and collective behavior whether philosophers are able to contribute to 

alterations in their worldviews or not.  Frodeman argues that policy makers are too busy 

to take notice of what’s happening in the world of environmental ethics, and thus it is the 

task of the philosopher to bring his or her ideas to the policy maker.  Doing pure 

philosophy on this account is insufficient at best.  Frodeman regularly contests that 

philosophers should not be writing philosophy papers for other philosophers, but rather 

writing memos or position pieces that policy makers could read on the subway on their 

way into the capitol.  Rather than publishing material in the hopes that someone else will 

latch onto it, Frodeman tasks the philosopher with actively taking their work outside the 

confines of the academy and doing their part to implement it into environmental policy, 

or scientific practice, whatever the philosopher happens to be writing on. 

Hargrove perhaps represents a middle ground in his position in “What’s Wrong? 

Who’s to Blame?”   He claims there that: 

The most important reason environmental philosophy has not had much, if any, 
impact on policy is not because philosophers have generated theories too 
complicated or trivial to be of value in policy, but rather because economics and 
policy as currently conceived are probably incompatible with virtually any 
theories environmental philosophers could provide.  It is not that policy has never 
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heard of us; rather, policy is actively tying not to hear of us—it wants to do 
business as usual. (2003, 4) 

 
Hargrove continues to say in the following lines that the way to resolve this 

problem is for universities to require policy students to take mandatory courses in 

environmental ethics. 

We can witness in this overview two different approaches—one, which I call the 

therapeutic approach, the other, the policy approach.  The therapeutic approach is akin to 

the work of a physician.  If a patient is sick, a good doctor should strive make the correct 

diagnosis before making any prescription for either medicine or surgical intervention.  

The environmental ethicist qua physician in this analogy must try to get the moral theory 

outlined appropriately before either advocating a particular policy or hoping someone 

else will deploy one on his or her behalf.  When a correct diagnosis has been made, the 

focus can shift towards making recommendations. 

In certain situations, however, either a consensus will be difficult to reach, or time 

does not allow an accurate diagnosis and a proposal for action must be put forth.  This 

may not be the best situation because an effective remedy depends upon an accurate 

diagnosis; the prescription may do more harm than good if there has been a misdiagnosis.  

There is a tension in environmental ethics between trying to get the theories down 

straight, and trying to move towards policy implementation which will affect change in 

the environments and ecosystems we wish to positively impact. 

Even once an accurate diagnosis has been made there is the question as to whether 

policy is the most effective way to resolve the problem or whether some other means of 

individual and collective transformation might prove more effective.  We can witness 
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something of this tension in the figure of Aldo Leopold, who at times in his life was 

involved with political campaigns and policy work, and at others became disillusioned 

with this work and became convinced change was only possible once a love for the land 

has been instilled in an individual who can then be convinced to safeguard the land out of 

this an internal driving force rather than external limitations or prohibitions.7  It is a 

matter of a top-down versus a bottom-up approach. 

In environmental ethics, some degree of vacillating between what I have called 

the therapeutic approach and the policy approach is beneficial.  We cannot become too 

mired in the theoretical foundations that we cease to act upon it, thereby allowing the 

very deterioration of the natural environment that the work was supposed to address to 

continue unchecked.  Neither can we rush into policy recommendations without first 

having an understanding of the problem at hand.   

This current work is primarily an effort at a therapeutic approach to the 

environmental challenges our nation and world faces.  If we reject this fourth option of 

maintaining the status quo but striving for technological innovations and efficiencies, 

then we are forced back into investigating something deeper, attempting to treat the root 

cause of our actions and ways of interacting with the natural world.  This is why it is 

fruitful to investigate our environmental identities and how we might re-imagine or re-

create them.  We are thus thrust back into the position of investigating the three options 

available to us for re-creating our environmental identities. 

                                                 
7 See Curt Meine’s bibliography of Aldo Leopold for details on these different phases of Leopold’s life.  I 
am thinking particularly of Leopold’s disdain for the New Deal policies and approaches to conservation, 
which, as he came to see it, were a poor substitute for personal stewardship of the land motivated by a 
personal land ethic. 
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I mentioned earlier that Val Plumwood is a harsh critic of the dominant 

representation of Western philosophy.  She sees this tradition as mired in dualistic 

thinking that engenders a harmful and oppressive relationship between humanity and 

nature—better characterized by human oppression over nature.  In the next chapter I turn 

to an examination of her work, because she provides a nice avenue into examining these 

three different options to re-creating our environmental identities.



66 

CHAPTER 3  

VAL PLUMWOOD’S STANCE TOWARDS THE TRADITION AND  

HER CONCEPT OF ENVIRONMENTAL IDENTITY 

I choose to focus on Val Plumwood in this chapter because I think she is the 

scholar who comes closest to conducting the type of analysis that I sought to undertake in 

this dissertation.  Nowhere does she provide an explicit treatment of environmental 

identity and the question of whether its new construction can borrow from other 

traditions or needs to be constructed anew; however, we can piece together her ideas on 

the topic from her writings in Feminism and the Mastery of Nature (1997), 

Environmental Culture: The Ecological Crisis of Reason (2002), and her 2006 article, 

“The Concept of A Cultural Landscape: Nature, Culture and Agency in the Land.”  

Ultimately, Plumwood does not offer a consistent answer to the question I am seeking; in 

fact, I believe she offers contradictory analyses on the issue.  However, an examination of 

her perspectives, even if they are at times contradictory, helps to gain clarity on the 

matter and move towards a consistent approach. 

In the early chapters of Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, Plumwood is 

attempting to answer roughly the same question that Lynn White Jr., Paul Shepard, David 

Abram, and others have wrestled with, as we saw in the previous chapter.  That is, she 

wants to know what conditions, or what modes of thought, precipitated the view of nature 

as a resource there for our use.  She wants to discover what it was that enabled the view
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that humans are distinct from nature and that caring for nature is optional—something we 

can either choose to be interested in or not. 

White traces this blame back to the Judeo-Christian worldview that was infused 

with the dominion mentality.  Abram traces it back the rupture the alphabet introduced 

between human culture and the sensuous world.  Shepard traces it back to the break from 

a hunter-gather lifestyle to a largely agricultural mode of existence.  Plumwood traces the 

blame to a system of dualisms that appear in Western thought.   

A dualism, for Plumwood, is a dichotomy between two opposing poles—e.g. 

male and female, or mind and body—but a dichotomy in which one side of this equation 

is systematically privileged and placed in an elevated position with reference to the 

opposite side of the dichotomy.  Thus dualisms don’t just point out the difference 

between male and female, but systematically emphasize the power of either male or 

female over the other gender.  As an ecofeminist, much of Plumwood’s work is devoted 

to exposing the many ways in which the male is and has been systematically placed in a 

position of power and privilege over the female.  She links the oppression of women to 

the oppression of nature itself in documenting her analysis of how we have arrived at the 

point of exploitation of nature that we now witness. 

Likewise, with mind and body, a dualistic approach doesn’t just contrast the 

different qualities of mind and body, but places one in a position of superiority over the 

other.  Hence, traditionally disembodied rationality has been elevated above the body, 

until 20th century philosophers made an effort to reverse the dualism in exploring the 

richness and centrality of the body in how we experience ourselves and the world around 
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us.  Plumwood shows how many of the dualisms evident in our mainstream society 

function in an interlocking manner and serve to compound the oppression against women 

and nature. 

Plumwood contends that dualistic thinking is part and parcel with Western 

rationality.  Descartes is often cited as a source for dualistic thinking, particularly as 

regards mind and body.  We can think of his Discourse on Method and Meditations on 

First Philosophy (1998) for instance, where Descartes famously methodologically rejects 

sense data as providing a firm foundation for knowledge and instead relies on a method 

of rational deduction to build his epistemological framework.  The body for Descartes is 

a material, extended object that is clearly inferior to the mind, which is non-physical, and 

unextended. 

This is just one of the famous dualisms in the Western tradition.  Plumwood 

(1993, 43) gives a list of more that she argues appear throughout Western philosophy: 

Culture/nature 
Reason/nature 
Male/female 
Mind/body (nature) 
Master/slave 
Reason/matter (physicality) 
Rationality/animality (nature) 
Reason/emotion (nature) 
Mind, spirit/nature 
Freedom/necessity (nature) 
Universal/particular 
Human/nature (non-human) 
Civilized/primitive (nature) 
Production/reproduction (nature) 
Public/private 
Subject/object 
Self/other 
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She contends that the terms on the left have systematically been privileged over 

those on the right in the history of the Western tradition.  She say, “these dualisms are 

key ones for western thought, and reflect the major forms of oppression in western 

culture” (1993, 43). 

Plumwood goes beyond Descartes to trace these dualistic structures back at the 

heart of the Western tradition in Plato.  Thus, it would seem, the great majority of the 

tradition is infected by these dualistic modes of thinking.  Plato, on her account, can be 

seen as the originator of the matter/spirit dualism.  As humans, we are composed of body 

and spirit, but the essential part of ourselves is the spirit, which is separable from matter.  

Understood in this way, physical matter is inferior to the spirit, and in fact, in Plato’s 

philosophy, can drag us down.   

This philosophy being taken up by Christian philosophers and theologians had the 

effect of making the physical world a temporary stopping point for the soul, whose true 

home is in heaven.  If the physical world is of little consequence, and in fact may be seen 

as polluted or a source of pollution to the soul, why should we bother to care for it or 

respect it?  The natural world, on Plumwood’s analysis, is merely a background for the 

unfolding of human history and human culture to play out upon.  Taken to its extremes, 

humans (understood as primarily spirit) are radically other than and separate from nature 

(understood as primarily matter).  The goal, for both the Platonist and the Christian is 

ultimately union with and better understanding of the divine Forms or God; this is most 

perfectly brought about by a release from the physical world, not further integration with 

it (Plumwood 1993, 92).  Consequently, Plumwood argues, Platonic and Christian 
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philosophies cultivate a disdain for the natural world and earthly things (1993, 92).  This 

is the fundamental rupture that enables a discontinuity of humans with nature, and she 

asserts that this kernel of dualism is present and infects Western thought completely, and 

is traceable back to Plato (Plumwood 1993, 70). 

The key point for a discussion of environmental identity is that contrary to 

commonsense, and to hermeneutical interpretations of environmental identity that posit a 

basic interplay between the environment and the individual in identity formation, 

Plumwood asserts that the typical Western identity is one defined precisely by its 

opposition to the natural environment.  She claims, “Modernity has dispensed with the 

other world, disconnected from and opposed to nature, as the basis for human identity, 

but this disconnection, this opposition, itself now becomes the basis of human identity” 

(1993, 101).  Consequently, for Plumwood, part of the task of those seeking to investigate 

or build up different notions of what she calls an ecological identity, is to restore the 

notion of human continuity with nature, and to acknowledge the collaborative manner in 

which our identities are constructed.  As almost an afterthought to her chapter dealing 

with Plato and deconstructing the heavily dualistic nature of Western identity, she speaks 

in overwhelmingly positive terms about the aboriginal tribes of Australia, and offers them 

up as exemplars of the type of ecological identity for which she is advocating. 

My concern in reading Plumwood is that she stereotypes “the West.”  This is an 

ever-present danger when one seeks to contrast two different modes of being or thinking; 

in this case, in criticizing the West, she is guilty of homogenizing it; she falls into the trap 

of essentializing a culture and intellectual tradition—the same sort of essentializing that 
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my critic was guilty of and of which I vigilantly try to protect myself against.  Think back 

to Lynn White Jr.—even though he is largely critical of the Judeo-Christian tradition, he 

is careful not to homogenize the tradition and takes pains to point out how St. Francis of 

Assisi, while within the Judeo-Christian tradition himself, nonetheless represents a strong 

counterpoint to the dominant mode of thinking within that tradition. 

Essentializing a tradition in this manner effectively closes off the option of going 

back to the tradition and seeking for a new environmental ethic from within.  If the 

tradition is so infected by dualistic thinking that leads to environmental exploitation, then 

it is futile to try to derive a “green Kant” or a “green Plato” from the tradition, and thus 

we must start anew.  While she tends towards this direction, she is not willing to throw 

away the entirety of the tradition, and in fact makes a move similar to Lynn White Jr.  

She closes Feminism and the Mastery of Nature by saying the dominant story of Western 

culture revolves around reason/nature dualism and argues that this is a destructive story.  

She points to the need for new guiding stories and claims, “Much inspiration for new, 

less destructive guiding stories can be drawn from sources other than the master, from 

subordinated and ignored parts of Western culture, such as women’s stories of care” 

(1997, 196). 

This is where Plumwood’s position is relevant to the three options for a new 

environmental identity is complicated.  At times, she appears to discard option one, as I 

have outlined it.  Yet we see in the sentence above, this is not entirely true.  She is 

unwilling to discard the entire Western intellectual tradition—it is only the dominant 

narrative that needs to be discarded; ignored and oppressed narratives appear to her to 
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offer valuable sources for constructing healthy environmental identities.  Women’s 

narratives, for instance, even though geographically located in the West, are not, or have 

not been sufficiently represented within the Western philosophical tradition on her view.  

Consequently, we may go back to our own traditions and find divergent voices that have 

been marginalized. 

Her stance on option two, as I interpret her texts, is that a newly constructed 

identity would have to be ecologically sound.  This is part of what attracts me to 

Plumwood’s work.  I have written elsewhere (2007, 2011) that a danger of newly 

constructed environmental identities developed in accordance to a certain mode of 

thinking but divorced from ecological realities is that they aspire to be environmentally 

friendly, however, lacking the emergent quality that I have praised of indigenous 

identities, they lack sound ecological foundations and consequently can lead to more 

environmental harm than good.  I argue that animal rights and liberation philosophies 

inspired by human rights philosophy offer one good example of this.  

Animal rights and liberation philosophies are relatively recent, originating with 

philosophers like Peter Singer and Tom Regan in the 1970s and 1980s.  According to the 

manner in which I have defined environmental identity, adherents to animal rights and 

liberation philosophies adopt a certain form of environmental identity when they embrace 

these philosophies. This identity necessarily affects one’s behavior and choices.  

Embracing an animal rights/liberation identity leads to life choices such as abstaining 

from meat eating, and calling for the cessation of activities like animal testing, factory 

farming, and sport hunting and fishing. 
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The problem with these identities, however, is that they are ultimately socially 

envisioned apart from any serious appeal to ecological science.  Put another way, rather 

than being emergent from a given natural environment, these philosophies were 

developed in an entirely different social context and then applied to the natural world.  I 

argue it is a case of our philosophies influencing or coloring how we perceive the world, 

rather than the natural world influencing our thought.   

Indeed, Tom Regan claims that the animal rights movement is “cut from the same 

cloth” as human rights movements, such as the quest for rights for women and minorities 

(Regan 1985, 24).  He takes this as a point of pride; the implication is that in much the 

same way that we previously, and inexcusably, excluded members of the human 

community from certain social rights, we currently exclude animals from the moral 

community on similarly inexcusable grounds. 

Hence, the model of human rights became the same model scholars like Regan 

apply to nonhuman animals.  I argue that this has negative environmental consequences.  

One of the most common problems resulting from this application to the natural world is 

that supports the false dichotomy between human culture and nonhuman nature.  Animal 

rights and liberation philosophers often express a respect for animals and nature, and 

want to alter the way that we interact with animals and wild nature; however they 

simultaneously claim that they do not want to interfere with nature itself.  The difficulty 

with this position is that we (humans) are forbidden from killing and eating animals, 

because we view this as morally wrong; however, we tolerate these same animals killing 

and eating one another because they are simultaneously moral patients as far as our 
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morality is concerned, but non-moral agents in their interactions with one another.  This 

proves to be a difficult position to maintain for certain animal rights/liberation adherents; 

Ty Raterman provides an excellent example of this dilemma in his article “An 

Environmentalist’s Lament on Predation” (2008). 

The problem that enters in is that it is challenging for some animal 

rights/liberation adherents to bind themselves to a philosophy that prevents them from 

killing and eating other animals and sit idly by while watching nonhuman animals devour 

one another in ways that are at times gruesome and offensive to our moral sensibilities.  

For people like Raterman, it becomes tenuous to maintain this double standard—one 

code of ethics for human interactions with nonhuman animals and nature, and another 

code of ethics moderating the interaction of nonhuman animals amongst themselves.  It is 

tenuous precisely because the way in which nonhuman animals interact often flaunts our 

inter-human-inspired moral philosophies.  This flaunting of our ethical sensibilities can 

then lead to the desire to interfere in nature and eliminate, or at least ameliorate in some 

way, the perceived negative effects of predation in the natural world.   

In his article, Raterman attempts to work out a difficult problem that his 

philosophy poses for his experience in the world.  He defines himself as an 

environmentalist, but specifically an environmentalist inspired by the animal 

rights/liberation traditions.  He claims to have a healthy respect and appreciation for 

nature.  On a safari in Africa he comes face to face with dramatic encounters of predation 

in action—he witnesses lions hunting and killing wildebeest.  He laments the existence of 

predation; he wishes it weren’t so.  He acknowledges the irony of his situation, the very 
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natural function—predation—which has enabled and honed the characteristics of the lion 

which Raterman admires (its speed, strength, agility, etc.) he wishes could disappear from 

the natural landscape.  A natural world without predation, for Raterman, is a better world.  

The paradox of course is that natural world he has come to admire would not be 

conceivable without predation.  His philosophy leads him in his writing to oppose nature, 

or at least this significant aspect of the natural world.   

Contrary to both indigenous and non-indigenous populations who affirm the 

natural world as it presents itself to them in all its mystery, Raterman rejects it (or at least 

part of it).  He struggles to maintain this double standard of morality and claims that he 

doesn’t seek the wholesale elimination of predation from the natural world, but does find 

its existence lamentable, and argues that a world without it would be a better world.   It 

seems he cannot in practice refrain from intervening in the processes in the natural world 

that he finds offensive.  There are those who would go much farther than Raterman, 

desiring to in practice refashion predators to eliminate their predatory appetites.8  

The problem with these philosophical implications is they are anathema to the 

natural world in its current form.  This is the irony Raterman is forced to deal with: he 

loves the natural world as he knows it, but he laments the process by which it came into 

being.  I am reminded of what Martin Luther King Jr. pronounced to be the “first 

principle” in the student movement for civil rights, which is that the “ends and means 

must cohere”; by this he resists the platitude that the ends justify the means, and rather 
                                                 
8 Rutgers philosopher Jeff McMahan engaged these questions in a commentary titled “The Meat Eaters,” 
published in the New York Times philosophy blog The Stone.  After claiming that there can be no moral 
defense for meat eating by humans, he questions whether we should selectively modify or purposefully 
drive to extinction certain predatory animals that are an affront to our moral sensibilities.  He concludes 
that we have good reasons to “desire the extinction of all carnivorous species” (2010). 
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argues that the means must be as pure as the ends (King 1961, 4).  If Raterman were to 

take apply King’s statements to his area of concern he may be forced to lament the 

current state of the natural world because the means by which it came into being were for 

him impure and lamentable.  However, this is not the case; Raterman affirms the 

currently existing natural world, but maintains he can do so while simultaneously 

lamenting the process that brought it about. 

The problem is that animal rights and liberation theorists often took domestic 

animals and our interactions with them as their starting point and then try to extend their 

analysis to wild animals, which I have argued leads to problematic outcomes.9  In 

“Animal Liberation and Environmental Ethics: Back Together Again,” Callicott 

addresses this same problem.  He states: 

Among the most disturbing implications drawn from conventional indiscriminate 
animal liberation/rights theory is that, were it possible for us to do so, we ought to 
protect innocent vegetarian animals from their carnivorous predators.  Nothing 
could be more contrary to the ethics of the biotic community than this suggestion.  
Not only would the (humane) eradication of predators destroy the community, it 
would destroy the species which are the intended beneficiaries of this misplaced 
morality.  Many prey species depend upon predators to optimize their 
populations.  And, at a deeper level, we must remember that the alertness, speed, 
grace, and all the other qualities we most admire in herbivorous animals—all the 
qualities, indeed, which make them subjects-of-a-life and thus worthy of moral 
consideration/rights—were evolved in direct response to their carnivorous 
symbionts.” (Callicott 1988, 168) 

 
The problem here is we have a sound and admirable philosophy that I argue has 

been inappropriately extended and applied to a different context with problematic 
                                                 
9 Besides Raterman, another contemporary environmental ethicist whom I argue falls into this same 
category is Anna Peterson.  In her work, she speaks about our recreational relationships with domesticated 
animals and their potential to serve as a guidepost for demonstrating how to appropriately relate to other 
nonhuman animals (2011).  I admire her approach and think there is great potential in her proposals, 
however I am also wary as to how much our interactions with domestic animals can tell us about how we 
can and ought to interact with the wild nonhuman animals. 
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consequences.  This also serves as a warning about the dangers of socially constructed 

approaches more generally.  I am concerned that social constructivist approaches to 

solving environmental problems, and socially constructed environmental identities, may 

not be sufficiently grounded in ecology, and may do more net harm to the environment 

than good.  I do not believe the Koyukon or the Gagadju or other groups representing the 

sorts of emergent identities that I am praising could come to this sort of nature denying 

position.  Certainly ecological science should not be the be all and end all of our 

environmental identities; furthermore ecology is not wholly objective and is naturally 

intertwined with human biases and values.  However, I do wish to suggest that it would 

nevertheless be valuable to consider what we know about ecological science and see how 

well our environmental identities either mesh or conflict with current ecological 

knowledge.  What I am getting at can perhaps be drawn out by two well known stories of 

human encounters with large wild animals, and what those encounters tell us about the 

individual’s notion of environmental identity and how that environmental identity 

connects with what we might want to call ecological facts.   

The first example is the life of Timothy Treadwell, which is documented in 

Werner Herzog’s film “Grizzly Man” (2005).  Here Treadwell expresses an alternative 

environmental identity, which justifies different types of relationship with animal others 

than those normally thought possible or appropriate.  He named the bears he followed 

and with whom he at times came into very close contact.  He expressed a profound love 

for these bears.  He attempted to immerse himself into their world, and in some respects 

we may say that he embodies certain features of Deep Ecology’s ideals of immersion and 
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extension into nature.  This enabled him to interact with the bears in ways that most 

people would consider imprudent and highly risky.  He tragically was found eaten by one 

of the bears.  Despite is profound love of the bears, his critics would argue that this 

relationship failed to respect the otherness of these creatures, and his failure to respect 

what others see as natural boundaries in interspecies encounters led to his unfortunate 

demise. 

Plumwood does not fall into this extension trap with her approach to the second 

option.  Indeed her famous near-death encounter with a crocodile in Kakadu National 

Park in Australia serves as a useful contrast to Treadwell (Plumwood 2000).  While she 

did not view the crocodile as a potential friend with whom she could have an almost 

human relationship with, she initially describes welcoming the encounter with the 

crocodile as an interesting highlight of her day of canoeing.  It is not until she is well into 

the process of being attacked by the crocodile that she comes to the realization that she is 

on the prey end of a predator-prey encounter.   

Plumwood recounts the hearing the ranger talk about going out to shoot the 

crocodile; the implication being that an animal that views humans as prey cannot be 

tolerated and must be put down.  She thinks we generally perceive ourselves as outside of 

natural elements like the food chain.  The challenge to what she calls ecological identity 

then, particularly in places where large predators can be found, is accepting our identity 

as both predator and prey in a given ecosystem, which is a humbling proposition.  What 

disturbed her about this encounter with the crocodile initially, and what fed into her 

initial inability to process what was really happening was the fact that she could not 
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conceive of herself as food—as a piece of meat for this crocodile—she viewed herself, 

naturally, as much more than that.   

Plumwood also serves as a nice counterpoint to Raterman in the sense that she 

explicitly states that she does not find predation lamentable.  She was a vegetarian, but 

she makes it clear that this decision was not motivated by a lament on predation, but 

rather a response to her perception that factory farming reduces animals to mere “living 

meat.”  If she found it objectionable to serve as meat to the crocodile, viewing herself as 

more than just meat, she thinks any other animal would be just as justified in making the 

same claim.  So she is able to both live a vegetarian lifestyle, and affirm predation, and 

beyond Raterman’s observations of predation, she was able to survive a predatory attack 

and still affirm predation. 

It is important to note here before moving on to the next section that Plumwood 

rejects two extremes in her interpretation of environmental identity.  What is 

inappropriate and dangerous about an environmental identity like Treadwell’s is that it 

fails on some fundamental level, to respect the otherness of the bears with whom he was 

engaging.  This is tied in with Plumwood’s critique of Deep Ecology, which she argues 

presents us with a distorted view of our relationship to nature and ultimately smuggles in 

the same dualisms, which plague the rationalist approach (Plumwood 1993, 174).  In 

treating nature as an extension of the self—as something to which we can seamlessly 

(and harmoniously) integrate ourselves into, Plumwood argues we fail to appropriately 

acknowledge the difference between ourselves and nonhuman others.  Alternatively, the 
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rationalist approach, which is discussed in the following section, also fails by positing a 

radical, and false, separation between human culture and nonhuman nature. 

 

Plumwood’s “New Rationality” 

Earlier, I connected my understanding of environmental identity with White’s 

suggestion—later supported by Callicott and others—that our actions are an outgrowth of 

our thoughts and ideas, and consequently if we seek to change our actions, we must focus 

on changing our thoughts.  I think Plumwood can be placed into this tradition as well, 

with her call for a “new rationality.”   She perceives the Western rationalist traditional as 

blameworthy for facilitating this false dichotomy between humans and nature which 

leads to inappropriate environmental identities.  This being the case, she suggests what is 

required is a new rationality that is different from the dominant Western rationality.  At 

the end of Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, she claims: 

If rationality is to have any function for long-term survival, it must, as ecologists 
have been telling us, find a form which encourages sensitivity to the conditions 
under which we exist on the earth, one which recognizes and accommodates the 
denied relationships of dependency and enables us to acknowledge our debt to the 
sustaining others of the earth. (1993, 195-196) 

 
This is not to say that the new rationality or new environmental identity has to be 

scientific, or strictly based upon scientific evidence.  In fact, as people like Dan Sarewitz 

have shown, often statistics and facts regarding the environment do more harm than good 

in terms of motivating people to care for the environment and creating positive change 

(2004).  Facts alone often do not drive values or changes in values systems but quite the 

opposite—they are selected and incorporated into already existent values systems and 
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identities or they are rejected precisely for their incompatibility with one’s current values 

and attitudes (when other facts may be found to fit in much more nicely with one’s pre-

existing attitudes towards nature). 

This is part of the reason this dissertation focuses on the way we think about our 

relationship to the natural world, which is one aspect of our environmental identities; it’s 

not environmental science or technology that will alter how humans approach, interact 

with, and use the natural world; rather it is our thoughts and identities.  Plumwood in her 

work does not advocate for option one—creating entirely new environmental identities—

because in her appeal for a new rationality she makes an appeal for unearthing the 

suppressed narratives and contributions of women from within the Western tradition.  

However this is not her complete answer, because she also explores the possibility of 

option three—borrowing from/being inspired from other non-Western traditions— in her 

work, particularly in Feminism and the Mastery of Nature. 

 

Plumwood on the Third Option 

Plumwood’s critique of the Western tradition is that it has prioritized a form of 

rationality that has emphasized separation and discontinuity from nature, rather than 

connection and continuity with the surrounding environment.  She seeks a new rationality 

that reorients us back towards a form of continuity with nature.  If our own tradition does 

not offer what she claims that we need, where can we go for such resources?  Part of her 

answer, as discussed in the previous section, involves turning to suppressed women’s 

narratives.  I now turn to an evaluation of this third option in her work.  Are we restricted 
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to these women’s narratives from within our own tradition, or may we look beyond our 

tradition for further inspiration?  May we turn to non-Western indigenous peoples and 

traditions to guide us in the creation of our new environmental rationality and identities? 

Plumwood seems conflicted on this question.  At the end of a chapter devoted to 

Platonic rationalism, Plumwood positively refers to Australian Aboriginal people, 

specifically the Gagadju people, as an example of an identity that is closely tied to the 

land, but then goes on immediately to say,  

A culture such as that of the west in which dualism has such deep roots and which 
has lost such links to particular land areas as defining both communal and 
individual identity, clearly cannot simply borrow such traditions.  Yet perhaps 
through them it can come to see some fuller and better possibilities for reworking 
its own world-view and traditions.” (Plumwood 1993, 103) 

 
Compare the passage above to the following passage, which is the book’s 

concluding paragraph where she is recapitulating her call for a new rationality:  

Those of us from the master culture who lack imagination can gain new ideas 
from a study, undertaken in humility and sympathy, of the sustaining stories of 
the cultures we have cast as outside of reason.  If we are to survive into a livable 
future, we must take into our own hands the power to create, restore and explore 
different stories, with new main characters, better plots, and at least the possibility 
of some happy endings. (Plumwood 1993, 196) 

 
These two passages are not necessarily incongruent.  She devotes so much 

attention to revealing how corrupt traditional Western rationality is, that it appears to be 

beyond salvaging.  And as we see in the first part of the first passage quoted above, at 

times she makes it sound as though we simply could not borrow from other traditions 

because they are too foreign to us.  It would be impossible for me to live like a Gagadju 

here in the United States.  In fact, depending upon my location in the United States, that 

may even be a bad thing, because the Gagadju identity was formed in response to a 
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specific environment, and if you uproot that identity and transplant it to a different 

environmental context, that identity which was well fitted to the home of the Gagadju, 

would likely be environmentally inappropriate for a different environment.   

It is a great tragedy when indigenous populations are relocated, for whatever 

reason, to a new area with different environmental features, and their way of life which 

was so well adapted to their former home now leads to environmental degradation.  This 

can lead to the unfortunate situation where indigenous populations are perceived as 

ignorant of environmental practices and destructive to the local ecosystem, when in 

reality it is simply that their cultural identities and traditional practices are no longer 

sustainable or appropriate to their new environment; an evolution of new practices 

suitable to the region is called for, but takes time. 

According to Plumwood, we cannot emulate the Gagadju, for example, and wish 

to fully adopt their environmental identity and environmental practices; that’s not a 

realistic or practical solution.  While we cannot adopt the Gagadju way of life, what we 

can do is learn from their approach to inhabiting their environment and learn from their 

traditional stories and practices and use that as inspiration to rework our own 

environmental identities and practices.  The second passage is offers a similar, yet 

slightly different option, which is to create new stories for our future environmental 

identities using a study of other cultures as a source of inspiration. 

We must be wary of her wording here however.  She is not here calling for 

anthropological studies when she claims much can be learned from a study of other 

stories.  Rather, I understand her as encouraging cross-cultural dialogue for the purpose 
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of reconstructing reason.  Her project is political just as much as it is ecological, and she 

explicitly calls for ending colonizing relationships (with both human and nonhuman 

others).  Wildcat echoes a similar call; he also acknowledges that indigenous cultures 

possess a wealth of knowledge that can contribute to confronting environmental 

problems.  However, he says the time for anthropological study is over.  What we ought 

to be arguing for is greater participation from the indigenous peoples themselves and a 

greater dialogue where these peoples can contribute to our new identities in a positive 

way rather than serving as a passive “object” of anthropological investigation that will 

contribute to our knowledge.   

With this warning against mere anthropological study however, I would endorse 

Plumwood’s suggestion.  This suggestion also mirrors the recommendations of Shepard 

and Wildcat.  Shepard, writing around the same time as Plumwood, offers what is in 

some ways a similar account to Plumwood’s in which he criticizes Western culture for 

dislocating humans from the environment.  While a cursory reading of Shepard could 

lead one to think that Shepard is merely romanticizing the past—a past to which we 

cannot return, and thus gives us reason to dismiss Shepard’s work—Shepard was quite 

aware of the fact that we cannot return to pre-agricultural ways of life, but offers 

suggestions as to how we can integrate elements of that way of life into our modern 

societies.  He, like Plumwood, suggests we can look to indigenous cultures to remold our 

own identities.  He suggests we cannot become like Hopi Indians exactly, nor should that 

be our aim, but we can use their relationship to the environment as a model upon which 

to construct our own more sustainable environmental identities.   
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Plumwood never explicitly addresses Shepard’s work in Feminism and the 

Mastery of Nature or Environmental Culture, yet she offers a critique of atavistic 

approaches such as Shepard’s.  She claims that an attempt to form a new and healthier 

environmental identity should not be “tied to the attempt to resurrect past social forms.  It 

must be seen rather as an attempt to obtain a new human and a new social identity in 

relation to nature which challenges this dominant instrumental conception, and its 

associated social relationships” (Plumwood 1993, 186).  

This emphasis on the new makes it seem that it’s not just a matter of promoting an 

oppressed and/or ignored Western identity, and it can’t be about borrowing an indigenous 

identity, it must really be about creating something new.  This starts to sound like an 

appeal to the first option, which we discussed previously as being potentially harmful in 

the sense that a new socially constructed identity may not be ecologically sensitive to 

given context.  A completely new identity runs the risk of augmenting the environmental 

crises rather than serving as a solution.  

I do not think her proposal amounts to an argument for a construction of 

environmental identity in the manner of the first option, because this “new” identity and 

new rationality will be the result of a new construction through cross-cultural dialogue 

with others.  However, we still may run the risk of a certain identity not being suitable for 

a given environment.  Thus, we may yet need to come back to a scientific grounding for 

our proposed new identities.  The question must be raised then; to what extent can or 

should this new identity be scientifically informed?  The question is complicated 
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precisely because of Plumwood’s assertion that modern science is under the sway of the 

dominant rationality that led to the environmental crisis in the first place.   

Plumwood does call for a kind of scientific grounding to this identity, but only if 

we conceive of science in a different way.  She criticizes the form of science that 

emerged out of the Scientific Revolution in figures like Bacon and Descartes.  

Specifically, she says we are forced to recognize that knowledge creation is a “social 

activity, not the passive and ‘neutral’ reception of raw, ‘pure’ observational data by 

presocial individuals” (2002, 43).  The demand that science be value-free and conducted 

by disengaged, unbiased, impartial researchers is hegemonic according to Plumwood, and 

tends to privilege those in power and makes possible a distantiation from the object of 

observation and enables its potential exploitation (2002, 44).  The type of science she 

advocates is more dialogical, and focuses on the active role of nature and the need for the 

scientist to be a sensitive listener and observer (Plumwood 2002, 55-56). 

Plumwood calls for alternative forms of science that I argue are akin to an old 

fashioned understanding of natural history—science based on observation and attunement 

to nature; a form of approaching nature that respects the agency of the natural world and 

lets it speak to the observer rather than the observer aggressively trying to extract 

information from the natural world in the form of an observer subjecting the object to its 

desire to know.  This description of science is reminiscent of the ways of knowing and 

inhabiting landscapes that Abram writes of as typifying oral cultures’ mode of engaging 

with the surrounding sensuous world. 
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In her 2006 paper “The Concept of a Cultural Landscape: Nature, Culture and 

Agency in the Land,” she fleshes out this scientific approach in more detail.  It is a 

dialogical approach, as she calls it, which aims to overcome the culture/nature dualism 

inherent to the approach of modern science.  The goal for authors like Plumwood, 

Shepard, and Abram is to recognize our participation and membership in ecosystems, and 

not to study or reflect upon nature from a false, objective, outsider perspective that is 

impossible anyway. 

In the above-mentioned paper, Plumwood is examining cultural landscapes and is 

rejecting the reduction of an environment to either the biological side, or to the cultural 

side.  She argues that reduction to one pole or the other is far too common.  Reductions to 

nature ignore human (often indigenous) influence on the land, as in the case when we 

deem areas “wilderness” or “pristine” areas.  However reduction to the cultural side to 

show, for example, how these areas can be perceived as “cultural landscapes” denies the 

creative agency of nonhuman components of the land area, and can dangerously lead to 

social constructivist positions that aren’t sensitive to ecological limits—“cultural 

reduction, which is often associated with certain forms of postmodernism, would abolish 

conceptual conditions for sensitivity to nature’s limits, and to the variations and 

interweavings of the human and nonhuman narratives an ecological consciousness aims 

to foster” (Plumwood 2006, 137).  

So the goal is a science that acknowledges first of all, and most obviously, our 

participation and membership in ecosystems.  Second, it acknowledges and respects the 

creative agency of other elements of ecosystems.  This has to do with realizing the limits 
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natural systems place upon our identity and behavior, yet also interrelated with that, as 

she points out, uncovering the agency of nonhuman nature simultaneously reveals the 

ethical nature of our engagement with nonhuman nature.  Thus, as she claims, “A new 

dialectic will foster ecologically-informed dialogue about what we can aim to change or 

control and what we cannot, what we must adjust to, and which boundaries we should 

respect” (Plumwood 2006, 145-146). 

She is critiquing the notion of cultural landscapes in this paper, a term that had 

gained currency at the time of her writing, but which she criticized for focusing too much 

on the ways in which culture can be written onto a landscape while ignoring the ways in 

which the land and its inhabitants can simultaneously speak to and inform human culture.   

To more accurately describe a more respectful relationship that acknowledges the agency 

of nature itself she suggests discussing collaborative or interactive landscapes as opposed 

to cultural landscapes.   

The benefit of conducting this sort of science is that it can ground the 

environmental identity constructed in the abstract from cross-cultural dialogue with other 

humans to fit the specific ecosystems we inhabit.  Aldo Leopold was a natural historian in 

this vein, regularly observing and interacting with the plants and animals that shared his 

home environment; knowing about these nonhuman others and coming to an appreciation 

of them is in fact key to Leopold’s land ethic, where he argues that “we can be ethical 

only in relation to something we can see, feel, understand, love, or otherwise have faith 

in” (214). 
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The manner in which she describes nature’s agency and how that can inform 

human culture maps on well to the notion of environmental identity as I am using the 

term.  To borrow Plumwood’s terminology more precisely, we may say these are 

collaborative or interactive identities; my environmental identity should not be something 

that I independently construct (even if very thoughtfully), it must be informed and 

responsive to the environment I inhabit and the nonhuman others who share that 

environment. 

While Plumwood’s position on the creation of a new rationality and 

environmental identity can at times be difficult to discern, I think we can pull out a 

couple of key points that are important to emphasize.  I think a holistic examination of 

her thoughts on environmental identity reveal that she can be aligned with my third 

option for creating environmental identities.  The two important elements that go into this 

are dialogical encounters with both human and nonhuman others.  She encourages us to 

interact with the narratives of external groups; hence, in this respect it is beneficial to 

engage non-Western and indigenous groups to gain their perspectives on beneficial ways 

of inhabiting environments.  However, that is not enough, we must also be careful to 

situate the knowledge gleaned from those discussion in the environments we inhabit.  

Doing this requires that we attune ourselves to the plants and animals that share the 

surrounding environment—this is where her call for alternative, dialogical forms of 

conducting science is helpful.   

Acknowledging the agency of the natural world is necessary for the cultivation 

healthy environmental identities.  Listening to the narratives of other cultures helps us to 
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avoid starting from scratch in our construction of more sustainable environmental 

identities by drawing on rich traditions that have had extensive periods of time to adapt to 

certain environments.  This is a nice opportunity to segue into Wildcat’s appeal to draw 

on the rich intellectual resources available within indigenous traditions.  Before doing so, 

however, I think it is beneficial to illustrate what types of knowledge we stand to gain 

from embarking upon such dialogical encounters with others.  In the following section I 

discuss my study of toponyms and show how toponymy can either reflect a collaborative 

relationship to the natural world that is reflected in our cultural practices of naming, or 

can serve as an exercise of power over and against the natural world that denies natural 

agency and imposes human culture instead.   

I conducted a study of toponyms, or place names, comparing names from Texas, 

where I currently reside, and Cape Horn, where I visited as a participant of a course, and 

is the location of the field station for the UNT-Chile Sub-Antarctic Biocultural 

Conservation Program.  My initial findings indicated that there is a colonizing tendency 

to displace local indigenous names with imported names of colonizers.  This is 

destructive to the biocultural/collaborative identity of the area.  Names prior to 

colonization often are often a reflection of or description of the surrounding environment 

and its inhabitants.  With the imposition of names disconnected to the local environment 

this can have the affect of hiding or making invisible the local environment—

“backgrounding” the natural world, to borrow a term from Plumwood.  Clearly, this can 

have disastrous effects on the local environment. 
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This does not necessarily mean all identity making is bad, or that we need to go 

back to a previously given identity.  This would ignore the fact that identities are always 

changing and evolving.  Through creative environmental education, we could reestablish 

or reinvigorate healthy interactions with the environments around us.  By being 

bioculturally/collaboratively educated into place, and perhaps redefining what that place 

is through a give and take between us and the environment, we could arrive at healthy, 

responsible environmental identities, emergent from the environments we inhabit. 
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CHAPTER 4  

TOPONYMY AS A REFLECTION OF ENVIRONMENTAL IDENTITY 

As outlined at the conclusion of the last chapter, I conducted a study where I 

examined toponyms in different regions and sought to understand the relationship to the 

environment that the name expressed.  Toponymy as an expression of a cultural 

relationship to the environment has received little attention in the environmental 

philosophy literature.  David Abram engages language in his work and makes his case 

that the development of the alphabet, and alphabetic writing more precisely, have 

contributed towards the rupture of humans from nature.  In his text at times he engages 

authors like Keith Basso (1996, 154-163), who have shown how American Indian 

toponyms are often rich descriptors of the natural environment, however, aside from a 

few references to naming, he largely focuses on the function of the written word more 

generally.   

A study of toponymy can showcase the different sorts of environmental identities 

that are possible.  Sharing the same root topos, some toponyms offer topographical 

descriptors of the place where one finds oneself, calling attention to specific features of 

the landscape.  For example, the city of Sapporo, Japan, derives its name from the Ainu 

language and can be translated as ‘large river running through a plain.’  Some toponyms, 

however, tell us about the culture of the people who inhabit a place and where they came 

from while telling us nothing of the surrounding environment.  For example, take the case 

of New York, whose name references historical connections to the English Duke of York.
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Toponyms can also serve a practical navigation function, while otherwise being 

relatively shallow in terms of conveying any other meaning, as in the case of alphabetic 

and numeric numbering. 

Toponyms of the sort I am interested in for the purposes of this chapter 

encapsulate a communal attitude towards the natural environment; or, if not communal, 

reflects the attitude of those in power.  Indigenous toponyms are one outgrowth of the 

sort of collaborative environmental identity that Plumwood praises in indigenous cultures 

like the Gagadju.  While she says we cannot borrow from the Gagadju, I think toponyms 

are one small area that we could focus on in the construction of our more sustainable 

environmental identities.  That is, from examining how others use the power of language 

and naming to connect their identities to the surrounding environments, we may strive to 

create meaningful and place-specific toponyms for ourselves that can connect us in 

meaningful ways to the environments we inhabit.  Beyond this, there are arguments to be 

made in support of protecting linguistic and cultural diversity for both social and 

environmental reasons. 

 

Why Toponyms? 

The question that motivated my study of toponyms was a question that Paul 

Shepard asked in an essay entitled “Itinerant Thoughts on Place:” what is the difference 

between discovering and finding place?  Shepard claims that in the United States 

especially, “one finds place rather than discovers place…quality is not given, it is made” 

(1999, 185).  I interpret him to mean “finds” in the sense that we use the word found as a 
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verb—as in Denton was “founded” in 1857.  When we use the word founded in this 

manner we mean to say that it was established, that it was created anew.  To discover, for 

Shepard, retains an element of wonder, surprise, and chance; there is a sense of 

encountering something that does not originate from oneself.  This gels with Plumwood’s 

desire to find an alternative approach to science that does not forcibly extract answers 

from nature, but allows nature to speak, while the observer actively listens.  To discover 

place, then, is to be impressed by the quality of place as it affects you, as opposed to 

creating and finding place in the sense of imposing one’s own image upon a landscape.  

There is something problematic about Shepard’s use of the word discovery 

however, because phrases such as the “discovery of the new world” are commonplace in 

the average American vocabulary; when we are told as children that Columbus 

discovered the new world, we are indeed told that he chanced upon this new land.  

However, we all later learn that this discovery story overlooks or rejects the presence of 

the indigenous inhabitants of the lands and paved the way for colonial conquests laying 

claim to that which had been “discovered.”  Using the sense of discovery as Shepard 

intends is more akin to Plumwood’s desire to recognize and respond to the agency of 

another.  It is not, as has historically been the case, to discover the other, deny its agency, 

and by a Lockean method of imposing one’s will on the other or working the other to 

thereby lay claim to it. 

This chapter examines the types of relationships to environments that are 

expressed via toponyms.  I argue that one of the effects of colonization has been an attack 

on local toponyms in favor of imported ones.  The reason why I choose to focus on 
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toponyms has to do with the overall scope of the dissertation.  Inspired by figures like 

White and Callicott who argue that our environmental actions flow out of an 

environmental consciousness, which is a major component of our environmental 

identities, I have argued that we need a therapeutic approach that addresses this 

conceptual aspect of our ideas about, and attitudes towards the environment; as opposed 

to focusing on devising means to regulate our actions without addressing their root cause.  

I argue that this therapeutic approach runs contrary to some of the efforts of 

“green” technology, which by and large does not attempt to alter our ideas about our 

relationship to the environment but rather strives to enable us to continue doing the things 

we routinely do, but only in a more efficient manner.  Efficiency can exemplify a sort of 

environmental virtue in the sense that because I care about the environmental 

consequences of my actions, I prefer to drive a fuel-efficient vehicle as opposed to a gas-

guzzler, etc.  Indeed, one could argue that the emergence of hybrid vehicles and the focus 

on fuel efficiency is an environmental virtue manifesting itself in our technologies.  One 

could just as readily argue that these technologies speak more to a desire for economic 

efficiency than environmental virtues (however these need not be mutually exclusive). 

My current institution—University of North Texas—is striving towards a “green” 

reputation.  The emphasis on sustainability most prominently manifests itself in capital 

projects embodying green technology and design features.  Construction on the first 

LEED certified football stadium in the United States has just recently been completed; 

our recently constructed Medical Education and Training Building is LEED Gold 

certified, and other recent buildings like our Business Leadership Building likewise 
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feature many green design features.  Our Sustainability Office showcases green design 

features prominently, recently touting one of the residence hall’s new Energy Star 

recognition due to a new roof coating, new steam boilers, new LED light fixtures, 

insulation, and more energy efficient windows (Office of Sustainability website; Inhouse, 

2011). 

These are great initiatives, and I’m pleased that my institution is undertaking 

them.  However, the focus of this dissertation is to point out that efforts at sustainability 

cannot be only technological, but must cut deeper and affect our thoughts and attitudes.  

As we see from these initiatives, there is a tendency for organizations to only understand 

sustainability in terms of design and functionality; that is, if we invest in what are 

ultimately cost-effective measures anyway, then we have done our job and deserve to be 

recognized as a sustainable organization.   

Underlying this attitude could be the simple fact that structural changes are 

visible.  I visited another college campus recently, which had informational installations 

near each of their sustainable investments.  This campus had solar panels, a geo-thermal 

heating/cooling system, and other recent investments in the name of sustainability.  In the 

building where the solar panels were installed, there was an interactive display explaining 

how the solar panels were cutting energy costs, and in fact making the institution money 

by selling unused electricity back to the power company.  There was a similar display 

explaining how the geo-thermal system operates and cuts costs, while also being 

“environmentally friendly.”   
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Technological and structural enhancements are tangible efforts, whose benefits 

are often quantifiable.  I am reminded of Bertrand Russell’s classic defense of the value 

of philosophy, wherein he argues people are often taken in by science and practical 

affairs because we can observe their useful impacts on the world around us (Russell 

2001).  In this case then, investing our sustainability efforts towards technological 

projects is effective because we can see these projects at work and observe their impact.  

Philosophical efforts to transform environmental identities are more abstract and difficult 

to quantify, however, I argue that they will produce more fruitful results in the long run.    

There are real benefits to energy-saving and other green technologies that I do not 

wish to minimize.  However, the downside of framing sustainability in terms of energy-

saving technologies is that it seeks to offer solutions to making our current lifestyles more 

sustainable, when in fact what may be required are radical changes to our lifestyles.  

Furthermore, a top-down approach of embedding sustainable values into our technologies 

could backfire: people can become annoyed with energy saving devices and technologies, 

or worse, see this top down strategy as an intrusion on their ability to choose their own 

values.   

Parts of the legislation contained in the 2007 Energy Independence and Security 

Act, which was recently overturned, had intended to set restrictions on maximum light 

bulb wattage that would eventually phase out incandescent light bulbs.  However wise 

this decision was from a sustainability point of view, it provoked ire from opponents who 

saw this as an infringement upon personal liberty.  Our own local congressional 

representative Michael Burgess was one of the Republicans instrumental in defeating 
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President Obama’s new energy efficiency standards that would have in effect banned the 

incandescent light bulb from the American marketplace.  In his remarks, Burgess 

claimed, “Republicans have fulfilled our promise to the American people by allowing 

them to continue to be able to choose what type of bulb they use at home. Consumers 

should drive the marketplace, not the government” (Dinan 2011).   

If this is the response we can expect from policies aimed at promoting sustainable 

practices, clearly what is needed is not a top-down strategy, but a therapeutic approach 

targeted at forming more sustainable environmental identities.  We need, I think, to 

cultivate these values in individuals by promoting environmental education and 

awareness.   

 

Examination of Toponyms 

My decision to focus on toponyms here is to provide examples of what I think we 

stand to learn by engaging in dialogue with non-Western cultures.  It is helpful then to 

provide some examples of toponyms in different regions.  There are at least three 

categories of toponyms: those that make historical/cultural references, those that make 

natural references, and those that make no meaningful references.  I first provide some 

examples of the first two, as I think these are the more common types of toponyms found 

in the US.  The natural reference seems to be something common to indigenous patterns 

of naming, and expresses a more collaborative relationship to the landscape of the sort 

that Plumwood calls for.   
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This dissertation is currently being written in the city of Denton, Texas.  This area 

was historically the inhabited by the Wichita and Caddo American Indian tribes.  Finding 

an original name for this city or this area is difficult because most histories begin with the 

founding of Denton.  The city of Denton traces its origins back to 1857.   

Returning to this distinction introduced by Shepard between discovering place 

and finding place; this act of finding or establishing place often violently displaces a 

previously existing place.  To say that the city of Denton was established in 1857 can 

give the impression that nothing existed prior to that time; unfortunately this is rarely the 

case.  In the case of Denton, as already mentioned, this area was Wichita and Caddo 

territory, and tellingly, John B. Denton was—in addition to being a prominent Methodist 

preacher and lawyer—a Texas Militia Captain and American Indian fighter.  He died in 

the battle with the American Indian tribes of the region and the city was named in his 

honor.   

There was a history and a place prior to Denton and it is important for my 

purposes to realize that the establishment of Denton was simultaneously the displacement 

of this previously existing place.  That is, Denton was established against the indigenous 

place.  The toponymy of newly established places often take their names from prominent 

figures involved in the act of settlement, or from places or people associated with the 

locations these settlers just left.  Other prominent Texas cities and counties share this 

naming feature.  Fort Worth was named for Major William Jenkins Worth, who was a 

prominent soldier in the period of the Mexican-American War.  Fort Worth is situated in 

Tarrant County, which is named for General Edward H. Tarrant, who similarly to Denton 
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was an Indian fighter attempting to clear the area of Comanche and Kiowa settlements.  

Houston was of course named after the General Sam Houston, one time President of the 

Republic of Texas, who famously commanded the Texas Army to victory against the 

Mexican forces under Santa Anna.  Austin, the state capital, was named for Stephen 

Fuller Austin, who, as a lieutenant colonel of the militia planned and sometimes led 

campaigns against local American Indian tribes earned the name the “Father of Texas.”  

Finally, Austin is the county seat of Travis County, named after William Barrett Travis—

commander at the battle of the Alamo. 

For the most part then, the most prominent toponyms in Texas all refer to male 

military heroes who were significant in the establishment of what eventually became the 

state of Texas.  These toponyms, rather than connecting us to the Texas landscape and its 

human and nonhuman inhabitants, connect us to a history of military conquest.  In this 

respect then, they are more connected with Shepard’s understanding of finding place, 

wherein those with the power to name overlook the naturally given and impose their own 

image upon the place.  This fails to represent any element of collaboration with or 

attunement to the naturally given; rather, it celebrates the overcoming of the naturally 

given. 

To be fair, this is a somewhat selective listing of Texas toponyms, even though 

they are the most well known Texas toponyms.  There are Texas toponyms that retain a 

connection to the indigenous place, most notably the name Texas itself.  It is speculated 

that name Texas comes from the Spanish—Tejas—which itself was adapted from the 

Caddo language word for friends, or allies—taysha. 
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While these toponyms may be retained, they do not perform the same function as 

indigenous toponyms.  That is, they no longer maintain the same reference or function in 

the same manner for the people using those names.  A more common tendency than 

retaining these original toponyms that cease to have meaning for the colonizers is to 

displace the indigenous place and import names that are totally disconnected from the 

local place.   

Arguably the worst form of external imposition onto a given environment is the 

use of alphabetic or numeric names.  New York City is a great example of alphabetic and 

numeric toponymy with its “alphabet city” in the Lower East Side of Manhattan and the   

expansive numeric grid starting from 14th street, going on into the hundreds and two 

hundreds all the way up to the Bronx, intersected by the long avenues, also numbered, 

and stretching from the East River to the Hudson.  This mathematical grid makes 

navigating the city incredibly convenient, but is imposed abstractly upon the natural 

environment.   

There is something in this reminiscent of Husserl’s critique of the 

mathematicization of the world that he traces back to Galileo in The Crisis of the 

European Sciences (1970)—that is, we abstract from the world to create pure ideal forms 

and then bring them back to bear on the natural world, which may not always conform to 

this abstract mathematicization.  This numeric grid makes navigating the city easy, but 

does not tell us anything about the landscape or region of New York; it rather imposes a 

human desire for order, convenience, and simplicity upon the land.  This is, I think, the 
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worst sort of rejection of the agency of the given environment of which Plumwood 

speaks. 

Perhaps even stranger than this alphanumeric system of naming is the practice of 

thematic or remote naming.  Here, rather than the convenience of alphanumeric grids, 

entire neighborhoods are occasionally named, again without connection to the indigenous 

place, but according to the whim of a developer.  This is especially noticeable in the new 

developments around the area where I currently live.   

Before moving to Texas, I had never really witnessed the modern, suburban 

subdivision style housing development before, where developers raze a large plot of land 

area and in short order build similar style houses and put them up for sale.  When I first 

moved to Denton, I was generously housed by a woman I had met at the airport, until my 

family found our own place to live.  She lived in one of these thematically named 

subdivisions.  Her house was located on Andalusian Drive, which I thought at the time, 

referred to the area of Southern Spain, which appeared to be a randomly chosen name 

with no connection to Denton, Texas.  I then realized it referred to the breed of horse, and 

the rest of the community was likewise equestrian themed; there were names like 

Bareback Lane, Saddleback Drive, English Saddle Lane, and Paddock Way.  These were 

mixed in with other breed names such as Lippizan Drive, Clydesdale Drive, and Rocky 

Mountain Lane.  Among these were names only tangentially related to equestrian culture 

such as Countess Lane, Butler Drive, and Spanish Lane. 

This form of toponymy reflects back to the inhabitants something of their cultural 

and intellectual inheritance, but denies or at least obscures any natural referent; it tells us 
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little to nothing about the surrounding nonhuman environment.  In this sense, it may be 

even less desirable than the colonizing toponymy with its historical associations.  At least 

the latter category of toponyms keeps alive some sense of the history of the place, for 

better or for worse.  

 

Contrasting Indigenous and Colonial Toponymies 

Indigenous names frequently are reflective of the local environment and serve as 

reminders, descriptions of, and connections to what is indigenously present.  If it is true 

that the type of naming present in indigenous populations can help maintain and keep 

alive a connection to the natural environment, this might be the type of environmental 

identity-forming method that we can learn from indigenous cultures in constructing our 

own identities.  For obviously, it would not make sense for us in Denton to name our 

towns or parks after aboriginal Australian places, flora, or fauna; so we should not 

appropriate indigenous names, but we can adopt that approach to toponymy and apply it 

locally.  First let’s turn to some examples of indigenous toponymy. 

When working as a research assistant for the Chile Sub-Antarctic Biocultural 

Conservation Program, I did some research on the toponyms in the Cape Horn region 

where the field station was to be installed.  On a trip this region, we stayed at Puerto 

Williams, billed as the southernmost city in the world, and host to the field station.  

Puerto Williams serves as an interesting case for examining toponyms.   

The city has been named Puerto Williams since the 1950s after Captain John 

Williams (or Juan Guillermos) who was influential in maintaining Chilean sovereignty.  
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Prior to taking this name, the city was given the name Puerto Luisa by an Anglican 

missionary in honor of his daughter.  Ricardo Rozzi of the Chile Sub-Antarctic 

Biocultural Conservation Program pointed out that these names ignore the prior history 

and prior, as well as current inhabitants (humans as well as local flora and fauna).  

Rather, the colonizing trend has been to displace the local in favor of the spatially and 

culturally removed toponyms. 

The prior inhabitants of this area were the Yahgans, who often named places after 

bird or plant species that could be found in the areas they inhabited. The original name 

for this area perhaps was forgotten, but due to this known naming feature, and the fact 

that it there is a noticeable abundance of wild currant in the port vicinity, it was suggested 

to two of the last remaining speakers of the language at the time whether this area might 

once have been called Upushwaia—upush the name for the wild currant shrubs, and waia 

meaning bay.  Rozzi reported that Ursula and Christiana Calderon, the two speakers in 

the discussion, agreed this might have been true, and the Yahgan community has since 

adopted the name.  This case is interesting because we have a kind of reversal, a 

recapturing of the original way of relating to and inhabiting an area. This is not the 

universally adapted name, and the official name of the city remains Puerto Williams, but 

it is an interesting way of keeping the upush alive in the minds of those who hear the 

name, and perhaps can serve to keep the species before the minds of the residents in a 

way that a name like Puerto Williams can not. 

Locally, there is a wonderful example of this in the town of Flower Mound.  I 

have several friends who live in the town of Flower Mound, and it has been my 
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experience that this name has generated more conversation than any other city name in 

the area.  These friends frequently speak of the uniqueness of the name, which generates 

a discussion of where the name itself comes from.  See for example, this passage from 

local D Magazine: 

The first thing everyone wants to know about Flower Mound is the origin of its 
unusual name. "The Mound" really does exist, accompanied by much legend find 
lore, [sic] The most widely accepted explanation for the unusual 12 1/2-acre 
formation rising 50 feet above a prairie near am [sic] of the town’s major 
intersections is that it was a sacred ceremonial ground of Wichita Indians in the 
early 1800s. The Mound is now a preserved historical site. (Michalski, 1995) 
 
The name “Flower Mound” does, as D Magazine states, come from an actual 

flower mound that exists within the town, which according to the town’s website “rises 

650 feet above sea level, and it stands 50 feet above the surrounding countryside” (Town 

of Flower Mound official website, 2011).  The town, however, makes no reference to 

Wichita Indians in their account of the name’s origins; it only admits on their website that 

there are many legends about the origins of the mound.  Referencing the Texas historian 

A.C. Greene, the site contests the “mound” received its name in the 1840s because of the 

abundance of wild flowers present on the mound; over 175 different species exist there 

according to a non-profit organization devoted to the mound and its preservation and to 

ecological and scientific outreach, called the Mound Foundation. 

My interest is not so much in the accurate origins of the name, but in how the 

name functions for citizens of the town and surrounding areas.  The name itself generates 

discussion of this mound, which is located beside a supermarket—a piece of land that 

might otherwise go unnoticed to the majority of people in the town.  The name itself calls 

attention to the mound and simultaneously to the native wildflowers that grow there.  As 
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a result, some interest has been made in this little spot that might otherwise have been 

leveled for more development, and it has been protected and is a site for environmental 

education and outreach. 

I like this example of Flower Mound, because it functions in a similar way to the 

name Upushwaia in Cape Horn, but is perhaps more accessible on account of its 

geographical and cultural proximity.  Furthermore, whereas Upushwaia sounds foreign 

and exotic, Flower Mound is actually quite mundane; as a result, it perhaps illustrates the 

point even better as to how toponymies can engender positive relationships and 

connections to the local environment. 

If Flower Mound can focus attention on the mound of native wild flowers and 

assist in garnering attention on native wild flowers, I count that as a good thing for the 

environment.  Rozzi said of the name Upushwaia that such names are expressions of a 

“profound sense of living together with the plants and features of the landscape” (Rozzi 

et al 2008, 330).  Flower Mound too engenders a sense of cohabitation with the flower 

mound itself.  If the mound were razed to provide space for a new strip mall or a new 

supermarket, something important would be lost from the Town of Flower Mound.  The 

name, rather than being a source of pride and a sign of cohabitation could become a sore 

spot in the town’s psyche by pointing to what was once there, and what is now lost. 

I certainly don’t want to attribute too much power to toponyms.  Surely many 

residents of Flower Mound have little to no interest in native wild flowers and would feel 

no psychic pain if the mound were razed to make way for a Whole Foods Market and the 

toponym lost its reference.  However, that does not mean that toponyms cannot be useful 
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and powerful points of connection to the landscapes.  Calling this town Flower Mound 

may well serve to inspire some of the citizens to interact with and care for this place that 

might otherwise go unnoticed.  It can also serve as an opportunity for environmental 

education activities aimed at promoting a collaborative environmental identity.  

 

Linguistic and Cultural Diversity 

Environmental problems are often framed as biological/scientific problems, as 

opposed to cultural problems.  While greater attention has been given to the threats to 

biodiversity, the quality of our air, water, and food in the United States, less attention has 

been given to the similar dangers to linguistic or cultural diversity.  I would like to devote 

some time here to elucidating why it is important to be concerned about linguistic and 

cultural loss and why we ought to be more proactive in promoting linguistic and cultural 

conservation. 

There are two main reasons why we ought to be concerned about linguistic and 

cultural identity.  The first has to do with the fact that languages and cultures are 

embedded with environmental knowledge.  Different cultures have different ways of 

interacting with and inhabiting the natural world.  Some of these ways are more 

sustainable than others.  If we wish to learn more about how to inhabit our environments, 

we need these others with whom we may come into dialogue.  Just as biological diversity 

can provide greater resilience in the face of environmental challenges and disruption, so 

too can cultural and linguistic diversity provide similar resilience.  Focusing on this 

reason alone however, can sound overly instrumental.  The second reason has more to do 



108 

with the people of these languages and cultures.  We also ought to be concerned about 

linguistic and cultural diversity because in many cases indigenous communities desire to 

keep alive their customs and language, but find this a difficult tasks in the face of various 

pressures to assimilate to mainstream cultures and languages.  We should support those 

who want to preserve their culture, language, and ways of life. 

Regarding the importance of cultural and linguistic diversity, Michael Krauss 

opened up the eyes of many with his 1992 shocking prediction in his article The World’s 

Languages in Crisis, where he claims, “I consider it a plausible calculation that—at the 

rate things are going—the coming century will see either the death or the doom of 90% of 

mankind’s (sic) languages” (Krauss 1992, 7).  In a special report in 2007 titled 

“Language and Linguistics,” the National Science Foundation estimated the impending 

loss at 50% (National Science Foundation 2007). Even this more conservative estimate is 

shockingly high.  It is worth noting that this is twice the estimated loss of biological 

diversity as estimated by scientists such as E.O. Wilson. 

In a radio interview, David Lightfoot, an assistant director at the NSF, said that 

experts estimate that on average, one language is lost every two weeks.  The NSF has 

responded to this crisis by partnering with the National Endowment of the Humanities in 

creating the Documenting Endangered Languages (DEL)10 program to fund research 

activities engaged in preserving endangered languages.  This crisis however, and why it 

is important to protect linguistic diversity can be approached from a number of different 

                                                 
10 http://www.nsf.gov/funding/pgm_summ.jsp?pims_id=12816 
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ways.  Below are three reasons taken from their special report why NSF views the issue 

to be important: 

• The enormous variety of these languages represents a vast, largely unmapped 
terrain on which linguists, cognitive scientists and philosophers can chart the full 
capabilities—and limits—of the human mind. 

• Each endangered language embodies unique local knowledge of the cultures and 
natural systems in the region in which it is spoken. 

• These languages are among our few sources of evidence for understanding human 
history. (National Science Foundation 2007) 

 
What I am most interested in for this chapter is the second point.  Each language 

and culture represents a unique perspective on living in and with the natural world.  As 

we increasingly homogenize the planet on biological, cultural, and linguistic levels we 

are losing these different perspectives.  These different perspectives are important 

because they can help us in the West in the creation of more sustainable environmental 

identities by presenting alternative modes in inhabiting and interacting with the natural 

environment.   

 

Protecting Linguistic and Cultural Diversity 

Luis Mizon (1997), who analyzed the colonial mode of appropriating the 

indigenous places around Cape Horn, Chile, quoted the woman said to be the last of the 

Wollaston islanders who said: 

I am the last survivor of the Wollaston islanders.  There used to be five Yahgan 
tribes, each from a different place but all speaking the same language.  Before I 
could walk, I had been as far as Cape Horn, strapped to my mother’s back.  
Everybody called me Rosa, because that was how I was christened by the English 
missionaries, but my real name is Lakutia the kipa.  Lakutia is the name of a bird 
and kipa means woman.  All Yahgans are named after the place where they were 
born, and my mother gave birth to me near Lakutia Bay.  That’s how it is done 
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among our people: we are given the name of the place that welcomes us to the 
world. (1997, 32-33) 

 
Mizon argues that colonizers arrive at a place and treat it like a newborn baby 

waiting to be named, failing to acknowledge or respect that the place already has a 

name—naming, he claims, is an act of power, and is taken as a sign of possession.  Prior 

to this colonial appropriation, Mizon claims that the names of this region of Chile “told 

the simple tale of people living in symbiosis with their environment,” whereas now they 

“speak of the clash of two peoples and two cultures fighting over the same territory.  

Indigenous names and European names of coastal features and mountains are associated 

with different memories.  Today these names intermingle in a landscape into which the 

indigenous population wanted to melt while the Europeans simply wanted to take 

possession of it” (1997, 33). 

As we saw with traditional naming however, it need not be an act of possession 

but rather of acknowledgment or cohabitation.  However, a far more common trend is the 

movement not towards nature but away from it.  This can be witnessed in the name 

change to Puerto Williams and other local toponymies; for example the channel 

separating Yahgan territory form neighboring Ona land was traditionally called Onashaga 

(Ona channel), similarly a channel within Yahgan land was named Yahgashaga (Yahgan 

Channel), those Channels have respectively been renamed Beagle Channel in honor of 

the famous vessel carrying Charles Darwin, and Murray Channel.11  When these names 

change the story that they tell changes as well.  The former tell a story about the 

environment and its inhabitants, the latter tell the story about an expedition by an English 

                                                 
11 This history of naming in Chile was reported to me in conversations with Ricardo Rozzi. 
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scientist.  I am not against celebrating the accomplishments made by Darwin; however I 

am concerned about what is lost when these indigenous toponyms are displaced. 

By creating a new space, giving it a new name and new meaning, we can push 

away or at least overlook the endemic forms of life that had formed their own unique 

place.  When we do so, we lose valuable forms of life, and in the process we exterminate 

or endanger cultures, we lose knowledge about that part of the world and how to inhabit 

it, this knowledge which can offer universalizable features of ways to be human in 

general and interacting with particular landscapes in particular. 

When we lose indigenous toponyms that typically refer to local features of the 

surrounding environment or conspicuous species present in that area, this represents a 

significant, but difficult to quantify, loss of knowledge.  I also suggest that this loss of a 

toponym affects our relationship to what was named.  For instance, if upushwaia is the 

bay of wild currants, but then becomes Puerto Williams, the latter toponym does not 

serve to keep the wild currant present to us in our discourse.   

Knowledge, culture, language, and the environment are all inextricably linked 

together.  Do violence to one, and it threatens to destroy the others.  Colonizer’s 

toponymies often lead to anthropocentric relations with nature, and push out and do 

violence to the people and what had been indigenously present biologically and 

culturally.  A future avenue of research is to try to quantify this loss in some fashion.  

There is an opportunity to connect with environmental history to try to determine how 

these altered toponyms have affected the natural landscape and altered human 

relationships with it. 
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As mentioned earlier, the loss of language and culture could be seen as a purely 

social issue that should be given attention regardless of environmental concerns.  

However, we have also seen how intimately connected language, culture, knowledge and 

place are, as well as how colonizing trends lead to the homogenization of biological, 

cultural, and linguistic diversity.  The implication of this loss of diversity is a loss of 

knowledge—knowledge that is the result of human co-evolution with the land.  This is a 

loss of knowledge not only about specific places but often a loss of traditional ecological 

knowledge.  For the same reasons that it is dangerous to deplete the Earth’s biodiversity, 

it is also dangerous to deplete its cultural and linguistic diversity.  These endangered 

languages and cultures offer different perspectives on the world and how to inhabit it, we 

need to incorporate as many of these different perspectives as we can to effectively 

confront our global environmental problems.  This spirit can often be found in indigenous 

toponymies, and this is why the recovery of the name upushwaia is refreshing, Rozzi and 

his collaborators claim,  

By reincorporating a Yahgan name like Upushwaia, we recover the profound 
sense of living together with the plants and features of the landscape which are 
expressed by the indigenous language.  By preserving an explicit reference to the 
bio-cultural diversity of the place, the Yahgan name helps to continue cultivating 
an indigenous environmental ethic that regards the place as belonging to the 
whole biotic community and not only to humans. (Rozzi et al 2008, 330) 
 

Toponyms as a Reflection of Environmental Identity 

This chapter has examined toponymy as one example of an outgrowth of an 

indigenous environmental identity that we should strive to emulate; these toponyms can 

teach us about more sustainable ways of inhabiting and relating to our environments.   
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When we asked the initial question of whether or not we can borrow from indigenous 

sources, it should be clear now that this borrowing is not or should not be a form of 

appropriation.  Rather I am proposing we learn from indigenous practices and allow those 

to inspire us in the creation of our own renewed and healthier environmental identities.  

Indeed it would not make sense to borrow Yahgan toponyms even if we wanted to, they 

would not serve the same function disconnected from their natural context.  We can 

emulate that practice as described by Mizon and establish even mundane names like 

Flower Mound that fulfill the same function as a name like Upushwaia for us in our 

context.  To come to this awareness, it is helpful to enter into dialogue with non-Western 

communities.  By doing so, we can learn different ways of expressing a connection to the 

natural world.  So in this case, to reiterate, we do not appropriate non-Western 

knowledge, but we enter into dialogue with other cultures, and gain new insight, which 

can inspire us to reflect on our own practices and hopefully alter our current practices to 

align more with acknowledging the environment we are dependent upon and the other 

plant and animal species with whom we share that environment. 

I do not want to be misunderstood as suggesting that we should eliminate 

anthropocentric toponyms in favor of non-anthropocentric ones.  There would be a 

certain irony to that given that I express concern about language loss; eliminating 

historical toponyms would likely trouble historically minded individuals who would be 

concerned about the history being lost.  However I do think that toponyms with non-

anthropocentric references are preferable as they are more representative of a 

collaborative environmental identity.  In and of themselves, these sorts of toponyms will 
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not resolve our environmental problems.  However they are one small way that we can 

foster a greater awareness of our environments in our everyday discourse.  I believe that 

the name Flower Mound performs a function that the name Denton does not. 

I hope with this chapter to also have dispelled the fear of my initial critic that 

drawing on indigenous knowledge amounts to knowledge appropriation.  I believe we 

can learn something from indigenous cultures from observing how language, and 

especially toponyms, demonstrates aspects of their environmental identities.  We can then 

aspire to be creative with our own toponyms, and on future occasions try to put this 

method of naming into practice in our communities.  This is not appropriation as I 

understand it.  Furthermore, while a greater exposition of the point is beyond the scope of 

this dissertation, I do believe that my arguments and the realization of the threats posed to 

cultural and linguistic diversity commit us to efforts to shore up linguistic and cultural 

diversity.  

In the final chapter I engage more directly this question of looking to indigenous 

cultures for inspiration in the construction of environmental identity.  I have found Dan 

Wildcat to be the most helpful scholar to engage with on this issue.  I first heard Wildcat 

speak on the campus of the University of North Texas as an invited participant in a 

conference organized by Robert Figueroa on environmental justice.  In his talk he 

suggested that around the country we have a wealth of knowledge and resources in the 

American Indian communities that populate this country.  He focused primarily on 

architectural examples of types of housing that American Indians inhabit in different 

parts of the country.   
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Different parts of the country have different topographies, different climates, and 

have to be prepared for different types of inclement weather.  It would make sense then 

that we would have different types of dwellings to deal with these different circumstances 

across the country.  Yet, we by and large build the same types of houses in Texas as we 

would in New Jersey, Kansas, and Minnesota.  Wildcat pointed out the folly of this and 

called attention to the different forms of architecture employed by American Indians and 

claimed that this knowledge possessed by American Indian tribes should be utilized as a 

resource for our nation as a whole as we confront environmental problems.  In the 

following chapter, I examine some of the arguments he presents in his recent book Red 

Alert! Saving the Planet with Indigenous Knowledge (2009) in support of the idea of 

drawing on indigenous knowledge.
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CHAPTER 5  

A TWO-PRONGED APPROACH TO INCORPORATING INDIGENOUS 

KNOWLEDGE AND TRANSFORMING ENVIRONMENTAL  

IDENTITIES 

In Red Alert! Saving the Planet with Indigenous Knowledge, Dan Wildcat begins 

with a brief account of what he describes as a cultural genocide undertaken by the United 

States against American Indian groups.  Forcibly separating children from their families 

and communities and integrating them into mainstream American educational institutions 

was an aggressive means of intentionally denying those children their full American 

Indian identity by depriving them of their traditional knowledge base.  Wildcat traces the 

guiding principle behind many of these aggressive re-education initiatives back to a 

statement associated with Captain Richard Henry Pratt, voiced at the nineteenth annual 

National Conference of Charities and Correction in 1892: “Kill the Indian in him and 

save the man” (Wildcat, 3).  

However, Wildcat observes that traditional knowledge associated with these many 

American Indians persisted despite the systematic cultural genocide that was launched 

against indigenous peoples.  Consequently, today there remain traditional songs, dances, 

ceremonies, and other practices associated with various tribal identities that have been 

forged through connection to specific locations within North America.  It is this 

knowledge that Wildcat thinks can offer hope to those of us living with environmental 

identities disconnected to and discontinuous with the environments we
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inhabit.  The question remains whether and how those of us hoping to reshape our 

environmental identities may approach the benefits of this indigenous knowledge. 

Recall the al-Kindi passage quoted from the outset of this dissertation regarding 

the acceptability of knowledge appropriation.  He suggested that we ought to appropriate 

the truth wherever we encounter it; the source of that truth is inconsequential, it is the 

knowledge/truth itself which we are after.  Appropriation has acquired a more negative 

connotation than what al-Kindi means it to have.  For the sake of defining terms, let us 

look to the Oxford English Dictionary, which defines appropriation as “The making of a 

thing private property, whether another’s or (as now commonly) one’s own; taking as 

one’s own or to one’s own use” (OED).  This is, I take it, what my initial critic found 

troublesome about my proposal to draw on indigenous knowledge in creating more 

sustainable environmental identities in the West—it can be construed as a form of 

appropriation in this negative sense.  My critic is right to be concerned, there are certainly 

examples of this negative form of appropriation; I describe just one.  

Fire management and suppression is an environmental issue that confronts certain 

regions of the planet.  In the United States it is a major issue confronting inhabitants of 

California and the Southwest, including West Texas.  Northern Australia is another 

region that deals with wildfire concerns.  In “Cross-cultural Conflicts in Fire 

Management in Northern Australia: Not so Black and White,” Alan Anderson describes 

what he calls the European “scientific” approach to fire management and the aboriginal 

“experiential” approach to the same issue (Andersen 1999).   He describes the scientific 

approach as formulating and testing hypotheses about fire management, creating strategic 
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goals and drawing up specific measures to reach the plan’s desired ecological outcomes, 

etc.  He describes the experiential approach as an emergent approach that is based on 

interaction with the land which developed into stories and spiritual practices that are not 

necessarily consciously connected to fire management but are more connected to issues 

of cultural identity and the desire to preserve and carry out traditional practices.  More 

specifically, he quotes aboriginals who reported that they burned areas of the land in 

order to “clean up the country” or out of a fear of “becoming ‘weak’ if their country 

[was] not burned in a particular way” (Andersen).  This is contrasted to the goal-oriented 

scientific approach that requires more concrete outcomes and clearly delineated 

procedures to attain the desired results.  Andersen points out the reliance of the 

aboriginals on “dreamtime” mythology as opposed to scientific evidence, but likens the 

evolving dreamtime mythology to a kind of dynamic scientific method in its own right.  

However, he points out that the aboriginals are protective of their knowledge and 

resistant to incorporation (what could rightly be considered “appropriation”) of 

knowledge from outside sources.   

Many Westerners of a more scientific and pragmatic bent would look askance at 

such a traditionalist approach whereby only certain knowledge may be shared or 

incorporated only under specific conditions.  A more negative way to regard the 

traditionalist approach is to consider it isolationist and/or purist, which I suggest is the 

attitude which corresponds strongly to my initial critic: stick to one’s own methodology 

and tradition and be wary of or stay away from external knowledge sources. 
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The driving point behind Andersen’s piece is to suggest that the popular contrast 

between the scientific approach and the experiential approach, at least in the work he was 

involved with in Northern Australia, is false.  He points out the ways in which the 

aboriginal method is really scientific, in the sense that it organically produces and tests 

hypotheses and evolves into a highly functional “science” even though the aboriginals 

might not call it by that name.  On the other side he points out the many ways in which 

the European scientific method is based on stories and myths that are highly operative in 

the development of the methodology.  Consequently, even though the practices and 

actions are different with each approach, fundamentally, Andersen finds no significant 

differences between the methodologies; that is, they are either both examples of the 

scientific method, both examples of the experiential/spiritual method, or both some 

combination of the two.   

Both approaches, however, are skeptical of outside information and both are 

protective of their own knowledge, and thus both have a cultural boundary that 

determines knowledge dissemination.  For some aboriginal groups, there are rites 

associated with who can have access to what knowledge and when.  All members of the 

same group are not necessarily entitled to have access to the collective knowledge of the 

group.  For this reason, knowledge appropriation from someone external to the group is 

something very serious.  While in the US, the mainstream culture generally strives for 

open and equal access to information, there are occasions where we are protective of our 

knowledge.  Think, for example, of the role of intellectual property, patents, or plagiarism 

in an academic context.  If I appropriate someone’s words and ideas in this dissertation, 
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such an action would constitute a grave offense in the modern academic context.  I am 

not free to take those words and ideas and reproduce them, regardless of how worthwhile 

or true I consider them to be.  If I request the secret formula for Coca-Cola from its 

manufacturers on the grounds of open and equal access to information I will nevertheless 

be turned away.  So there are ways in which both scientific and aboriginal cultures are 

skeptical of outside knowledge and have certain methods of safeguarding their own 

knowledge; there are of course important differences in how and for what reasons 

knowledge is either shared or not shared, and under what circumstances. 

All this is to say that we should be concerned about appropriation.  If scientists in 

Northern Australia discover that their scientific approach to fire management is 

unsuccessful, but observe that the aboriginal approach is successful and conclude that the 

aboriginal method should be duplicated by mimicking traditional aboriginal practices, I 

think the aboriginals would understandably be upset about this.  Having their practices 

copied without permission by non-group members out of context from all the other 

beliefs and traditions could justifiably lead to feelings of violation and disrespect. And 

while the scholar is operating more individualistically, he or she would feel violated to 

see her work appear in print under another person’s name without permission or 

acknowledgement.  And while this has more to do with property than cultural identity, 

Coca-Cola would feel violated if I were able to obtain (without permission) their recipe 

and begin manufacturing my own version of the product.  If we accept this, than the issue 

is much more complicated that al-Kindi’s original proposal to merely seek after and 

appropriate the truth wherever one encounters it. 
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This is the form of appropriation that we must be concerned with and which we 

are rightfully cautioned against out of justice considerations.  That is, out of a respect for 

indigenous peoples and their identities, we ought to refrain from directly taking or 

duplicating their cultural resources and traditional knowledge without their permission.  

This is especially true given all that has already been taken from so many indigenous 

groups the world over.  This, it seems, was the general attitude of my critic.  However, 

we should not simplistically reduce the issue to a false choice between either unjustly 

appropriating knowledge, or avoiding external knowledge and redirecting oneself to 

one’s own traditions.  It is of course possible that indigenous persons capable of sharing 

knowledge may be willing to do so.  This is the path Wildcat pursues when he suggests 

indigenous knowledge is our only hope for successfully confronting the environmental 

challenges our society faces, and argues it would be foolhardy to block access to such a 

resource. 

 As just mentioned, appropriate persons can be in position to share knowledge 

with others; however is Wildcat in a position to open up indigenous knowledge in general 

as a resource for all in confronting the environmental crisis?  Probably not, a serious 

problem with Wildcat’s argument is the lack of attention given to the role of participation 

among American Indian people themselves in actively sharing the knowledge they have 

to offer.  In the reminder of this chapter I bolster Wildcat’s argument for an integrative 

approach by strengthening the participatory dimension of the sharing of indigenous 

knowledge.  If indigenous and non-indigenous persons are able to freely enter into 

dialogue and share knowledge for the greater benefit of all, while not exploiting either 
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party, then we can call this just-sharing.  Just-sharing of knowledge can benefit all parties 

involved and is a better way to accomplish Wildcat’s end goal, which is drawing on 

indigenous knowledge to ameliorate environmental problems.  Too often he focuses on 

the virtues of indigenous knowledge while ignoring the important issue of how and who 

will more broadly share that knowledge. 

The way in which Wildcat gives only passing reference to his participatory 

approach creates a tension throughout his work; he is painfully aware of the injustices 

that American Indians have faced in their past, however he appears unconcerned about 

current knowledge appropriation by non-indigenous individuals.  Time and again 

throughout his book, he tirelessly reiterates his call for the utilization of this vast body of 

knowledge.  What is largely unclear in his work is how this knowledge is to be utilized.  

It is possible that utilization could suggest appropriation and implementation by the 

mainstream population; however we could also understand implementation to mean that 

this knowledge should be implemented on a larger scale, but that it should be done so by 

indigenous peoples themselves.  The latter, clearly would make the indigenous peoples 

themselves into much more central figures in how this plays out.  Wildcat’s main point is 

that indigenous knowledge is useful in confronting our global environmental problems; 

who actually implements that knowledge is not made explicit.  I call attention to a few 

points in his text where he does offer clues as to how and by whom this knowledge 

should be shared, and strengthen this latter issue, which is underdeveloped in Wildcat’s 

work.  
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Wildcat speaks critically at times about cultural anthropology and suggests that 

such a field is all but dead as far as he is concerned, and thus we can presume that the 

way that this knowledge will be disseminated is by American Indians having a legitimate 

seat at the table.  I discuss his specific suggestions in detail below, but I maintain that the 

tension at the outset surrounds the question of who will vocalize, convey, and ensure the 

best implementation of this indigenous perspective.  Would it be wrong, for instance, for 

me to read his and other indigenous authors’ work and then actively champion it myself 

on behalf of some greater environmental cause, or would that amount to unjust 

knowledge appropriation?   

 

Appropriation vs. Inspiration 

I think a discussion could suggest there is a difference in what may be conceived 

of as “hard” and “soft” appropriation; however, due to the overwhelmingly negative 

connotations of the word “appropriation,” I think it is better for discussing Wildcat’s 

points to focus on the difference between appropriation and inspiration.  The first, 

appropriation, is the negative, and perhaps more literal notion of taking property (for my 

purposes this may be intellectual property as well) and assuming it for one’s own use 

without the fair recognition or compensation to its rightful source or owner.  In the 

example of fire management practices, if the European scientific researchers realized that 

a specific cultural practice of managed burns was the most beneficial to protecting their 

interests, and thus they mimicked the practice exactly without full recognition and 

compensation for the origins of the practice, I maintain that this would be appropriation 
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(in the sense of unjust acquisition and implementation).  An employee of a 

pharmaceutical company venturing into the Amazon to observe shamans utilizing 

specific plants and learning their medicinal properties in order to market a new patented 

drug would also fall under this notion of appropriation. 

As opposed to the direct usurpation connected with appropriation, inspiration 

occurs when one absorbs knowledge from an interaction with another and is consequently 

transformed.  Think of the literal meaning of the word inspiration—the act of breathing 

in/inhaling (OED).  In the more commonly used figurative sense, inspiring means 

“breathing into or infusing into the mind or soul” (OED).  If through an encounter with 

someone from another culture an infusion occurs, and I am moved to alter my thoughts 

and actions, I have been inspired; this inspiration can occur without any form of unjust 

appropriation. 

If Wildcat is correct that American Indians, for example, contain valuable 

knowledge on how to inhabit the earth sustainably, then I believe it is critically important 

that those of us in the mainstream seek out encounters with indigenous peoples and 

indigenous knowledge.  We need to be exposed to alternative ways of living our lives and 

relating to the natural world.  The goal of course is not to become a Muscogee Indian in 

the process or to adapt Muscogee practices wholesale, but rather to be inspired in the 

sense of infusing the knowledge gained through the knowledge exchange and 

transforming one’s own environmental identity. 

Food is an excellent example of this second notion, which I am calling 

“inspiration.”  I lived in Japan for two years, and was told by my wife (who is Japanese) 



125 

and others that some of my favorite foods that I considered Japanese were to the Japanese 

considered to be Chinese or Korean dishes.  However, to Chinese and Korean people, 

these foods are as different from their own cuisine as to be utterly distinct from it.12  No 

doubt these dishes migrated to Japan from interactions with these cultures, but in the 

process they changed and morphed and became distinctly Japanese dishes, even if 

inspired by foreign ones.  These dishes may not be traditional Japanese food in the way 

sushi, soba, or oden are considered to be so, but they are hybrids if nothing else.  This 

hybridization is often the result of exchange or sharing between groups and individuals.   

Continuing with food as an example, there is on the one hand the possibility that 

through my interaction with a person from another culture, they freely choose to share 

their recipe for a dish to which they introduced me.  Another possibility is that I return 

home and create my own similar dish with comparable ingredients to my own taste based 

upon this experience.  The former is an example of just-sharing, while the later 

demonstrates the type of inspiration I am also describing. 

With environmental identity then, I think we should be open to both just-sharing 

and inspiration.  There may be times when our interaction with indigenous groups yields 

beneficial knowledge which has been willingly shared by the other, and there may also be 

times when we creatively develop new knowledge or new approaches that have been 

inspired by our encounter with the other and how their modes of inhabiting a given 

environment. 

                                                 
12 The evidence for this claim is purely anecdotal; it is the result of my experience from interacting with a 
wide range of Japanese, Chinese, and Korean people. 
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Consequently, I think we can avoid issues of appropriation by focusing on just-

sharing and inspiration.  These two taken together form the foundation for what I am 

offering as a two-pronged approach to integrating indigenous knowledge into the western 

mainstream both to influence policy and to transform our own environmental identities. 

 

A Two-Pronged Approach to Utilizing Indigenous Knowledge 

The first prong of this two-pronged approach is to support and advocate for 

greater participation in policy discussions at all levels of government among indigenous 

peoples willing to do so.  Wildcat hints at participation at times in his work, but this is 

really something that needs to be made more explicit.   I argue that while he fails to make 

this point clear, a participatory approach is necessary for his fundamental call for the 

utilization of indigenous knowledge; failure to incorporate the participatory dimensions 

of integrating indigenous knowledge creates the potential for less than optimal sharing of 

knowledge and indeed opens up the potential for appropriation of the sort we want to 

guard against. 

The second prong of this two-pronged approach entails the combined notions of 

inspiration and just-sharing described in the previous section.  I think Wildcat is right that 

there is a vast repository of knowledge in indigenous cultures from which we in the West 

can learn; however, I think we need a framework for delineating how that knowledge is 

to be disseminated.  I think intercultural dialogue is crucial for all of us moving forward, 

as we need to learn diverse modes of valuing, inhabiting, and interacting with the natural 

world.  The results of such dialogue could, for example, be practical approaches to 
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inhabiting an environment sustainably, which have been willingly shared by others; and a 

window to transforming our own environmental identities through being inspired at how 

other people inhabit and engage the natural world.  This avoids the issue of “speaking 

for” indigenous groups, because I am not laying specific claim to any concrete or private 

knowledge of theirs.  I am not inauthentically claiming to be an indigenous person when I 

clearly am not.   

This approach also avoids the pitfalls associated with a purely constructivist 

approach.  Earlier, I detailed the dangers of a purely constructivist approach in the sense 

that newly constructed environmental identities based on speculative ideologies or 

philosophies may not be appropriately grounded within the environments in which the 

new identities would be situated.  The indigenous identities I am appealing to are those 

that are emergent from the local landscape and have been forged over extended periods of 

time in collaboration with the environment.  We may, I suggest, follow certain patterns of 

interaction that we see in these indigenous modes of inhabiting an environment and seek 

to model our own identities upon these patterns, but suited to our environments.   

I used toponyms, in the previous chapter, as an example of how this might work.  

I am not calling for the use or appropriation of any specific toponym or toponyms, but an 

emulation of that mode of inhabiting an environment that gets expressed through 

toponyms.  Indigenous toponyms, I suggested, are often reflective of the surrounding 

flora, fauna, and natural features of the landscape.  One of my earlier examples was the 

Yahgan name of Upushwaia, which translates into Wild Currant Bay.  The name draws 

attention to the fact of the abundance of wild currant in the area.  I argued much of the 
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toponyms in the United States are disconnected from the local environment and actually 

draw attention away from what is locally given to something that is spatially removed.  

There are of course exceptions to this, one helpful local exception is the city of Flower 

Mound, as I mentioned above.  The name refers to an actual mound that is home to a 

variety of native wild flowers.  This example serves the point that I initially hoped to 

make with the Upushwaia example.  With that name, I suggested that calling attention to 

the wild currants may inspire some concern for the local flora and raise an alarm should 

the upush begin to disappear from the landscape.  In this case, the name Flower Mound 

has inspired a concerted effort to preserve the actual flower mound itself.   

It is a modest proposal to advocate becoming sensitive to the surrounding 

environment in designating names for local roads, schools, and other landmarks, but I 

think it is a good thing if our toponyms are able to call attention to the nonhuman others 

who share the environment with us.  If Aldo Leopold was correct in saying that “We can 

only be ethical in relation to something we can see, feel, understand, love, or otherwise 

have faith in (214),” then these toponyms are useful in calling attention to species that we 

may not otherwise see or understand.   

This is not to say that our toponomy should have no cultural/historical reference.  

I do not want to support the now outdated nature/culture dualism, as these can go hand-

in-hand in the sense that Denton in its cultural reference is also a natural reference in the 

sense that the town displaced what was naturally given.  That means that even colonial 

naming is reflective of a certain form of environmental identity.   
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Even if we acknowledge that culture and nature are fundamentally inextricable, 

we still must concede that certain toponyms veer towards emphasizing nonhuman nature, 

while others emphasize human culture.  There can be positive cultural toponyms that are 

revealing in terms of the environmental identities which they reflect, as well as others 

that are significant for purely human historical reasons. 

As an example of the former, Aldo Leopold, in his classic work A Sand County 

Almanac, writes about his early experiences in Arizona at White Mountain, which he 

describes as “a horseman’s world” (Leopold 122).  He discusses the status and prestige 

accorded to those who traveled via different modes of transport in the pre-automobile 

days and consequently how a sort of caste system was erased with the integration of the 

automobile.   He talks about the history of the mountain and how this history was not 

only literally written upon the face of the mountain—“in the aspen bark”—but also 

recorded in its place names.  He says, “Cow-country place names are lewd, humorous, 

ironic, or sentimental, but seldom trite.  Usually they are subtle enough to draw inquiry 

from new arrivals, whereby hangs that web of tales which, full spun, constitutes the local 

folk-lore” (Leopold, 127).   

As an example of purely historical toponyms which still serve a valuable function, 

I mention just one more example of toponyms from my hometown.  One street away 

from the street I grew up on was Hyslip Avenue, whose street sign bore a distinctive gold 

star.  I remember wondering why the sign was adorned with a star and later learned that 

streets that bore that gold star were named after soldiers from Westfield who died in 



130 

battle.  In this case, an early history of Westfield describes the 18 men from Westfield 

who died in World War I, saying the following of Private Edward Hyslip: 

Private Edward Hyslip—Lived at 807 North avenue.  Was born in Westfield, 
twenty-five years ago.  He was educated in the Westfield public schools.  On 
February 25, 1918, he was called to Camp Dix, and placed in Company G, 311th 
Regiment, and went to France, where he was killed in action.  Private Hyslip was 
a member of the Methodist church of Westfield, where memorial services were 
held in his honor. (Philhower, 83) 

 
In the same way that I think local natural references can foster a healthier and 

more responsive relationship to one’s surroundings, reminders of cultural/historical 

figures and events can also keep the cultural legacy and history of a town before one’s 

mind on a daily basis, which can be similarly beneficial.  So we should not abandon 

human cultural and historical toponymy, as these toponyms can contribute towards more 

holistic environmental identities.  Our environmental identities are not only informed by 

the natural environments we inhabit but also about our unique cultures and histories, 

which should not be forgotten.  Again, this is a modest proposal to develop more 

sensitive and thoughtful toponomy, of which we already have fruitful examples, however 

I think it is one small step in leading towards a “new rationality” or a “new 

consciousness” of the sort that Plumwood and Wildcat claim is necessary to confront our 

environmental crises.  

 

The Upshot of an Appeal to Indigenous Knowledge 

Taking a step back, we recall that the primary reasons indigenous approaches to 

living within the natural world were considered in first place was in response to the 

criticism voiced by Lynn White Jr. and prominent voices within the ecofeminist tradition 
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that Western rationalism facilitated a worldview that enabled its adherents to perceive 

nature as something external to the human, and something that exists for human 

manipulation, dominance, and use.  The initial options presented were that we could 

strive to create new environmental identities from scratch.  Or, we could try to go back 

within the Western tradition and unearth marginalized voices from that tradition and 

bring them to the forefront—in White’s case, he proposes St. Francis of Assisi’s theology 

as a refreshing starting point for re-conceptualizing a Christian worldview, in the case of 

ecofeminism, Plumwood and Warren suggest recovering women’s narratives from within 

the Western tradition that have been ignored or silenced.  The third option was to look 

outside of the Western context for inspiration from non-Western rationalities.  It is this 

last option that I have been arguing for in this dissertation. 

Wildcat often levels a charge similar to White when he advocates for what he 

calls a “cultural climate change” (Wildcat, 5).  Specifically, Wildcat would join White in 

claiming that it’s not technological developments that we should focus upon and invest 

in, but rather that we should focus upon bringing about a shift in consciousness—trying 

to develop different ways of thinking about the natural world and our relation to it that 

will result in different actions.   

When compared to technical approaches to resolving environmental problems that 

try to measure how much energy or water could be saved by designing new systems, to 

talk about a cultural climate change as the best solution to the environmental crisis can 

come across as not a very practical or efficient means of resolving the problem.  Wildcat 
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disagrees however, and emphasizes that there are concrete benefits to looking at 

American Indian lifeways and discovering alternative ways of living a good life.   

What specifically do we stand to gain from looking outside the mainstream 

Western context to alternative indigenous lifeways?  A large part of his book Red Alert: 

Saving the Planet with Indigenous Knowledge is at times a redundant call for the 

utilization of the knowledge that is still possessed by populations who have gleaned ways 

of living in a specific environment over the course of hundreds, or in some cases 

thousands of years.   He considers this to be a great repository of knowledge that is for 

the most part being grossly underutilized on the national/global scale. 

Underlying these pleas there are two kernels of useful information that give 

insight as to what we stand to gain from an examination of indigenous lifeways, and the 

two points are closely connected.  One stems from arguably a naïve understanding of 

technology, but his basic point I am nevertheless in agreement with.  He argues that 

mainstream Western culture is a technological culture, and this technological culture has 

developed what he calls “ecological amnesia” (Wildcat, 9).  He claims technological 

culture “quite literally isolates us from the natural environment that we participate in 

daily and that those of us in postindustrial societies most often participate in through 

construction and production proxy as a result of our insatiable appetite for consumption” 

(Wildcat, 10). 

I think there are ways in which our society has become distanced from direct 

participation in the natural world; of course we all participate in the natural world in 

every waking moment, and we are all deeply dependent upon it, but it does seem fair to 
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say that we are not always cognizant of this fact in mainstream America.  Some children 

sadly have difficulty at first connecting the milk, meat, and other foods they consume 

from the supermarket to actual cows and chickens that exist out there somewhere in a 

place from which many children are spatially removed.  This may not be a fault of 

technology, however.  It is partially the consequence of how we have chosen to design 

our communities and the lifestyles we have chosen to develop.  Richard Louv talks about 

many of these problems in terms of a failure of education in Last Child in the Woods.  To 

blame this distancing from the natural world, which I think is a problem, on technology is 

to ignore the ways in which indigenous cultures developed and still do utilize various 

technologies in their interactions with the natural world. 

The main point that Wildcat wants to make is that he thinks before technological 

progress, indigenous cultures were more attuned to the environments they inhabited, and 

their identities were emergent from the environments in which they lived.  This is the first 

main insight I think is important in Wildcat’s analysis. 

The second insight, which I take as being connected to the first relates to 

Andersen’s description of the European approach to fire management versus the 

aboriginal approach.  Wildcat talks about what he calls “indigenous realism,” which he 

conceives as an entirely different epistemological approach than the dominant Western 

conception (Wildcat, 9).  For him, indigenous realism entails an awareness of the 

complexity of the natural world, our place within it, and what obligations we have to our 

communities and the environments we inhabit.  He contrasts indigenous realism as a way 

of knowing to what he conceives the dominant Western way of knowing to be: 
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knowledge as information gleaned from empirical science via controlled experiments, 

etc.   

His point is not to delegitimize empirical science, but rather to suggest that this 

way of knowing should not supplant a more relational, experiential way of knowing the 

world.  In his view, this experiential knowledge is of primary importance in many 

indigenous cultures but is often disregarded or rejected by scientific cultures.  It is this 

relational approach that enabled the aboriginals to have a more effective approach to fire 

management than the Europeans could devise, even though the aboriginals themselves 

were not consciously practicing a program of fire management (in the European sense), 

but were rather responding to their home environment and taking actions to “keep it 

clean.”   

Wildcat describes modern Western epistemology as embracing the notion of 

social and communal knowledge that is constructed in community.  What he tries to do, 

or rather says this indigenous realism does, is expand the community of knowers and 

contributors to knowledge.  I take this as being somewhat similar to the much more 

familiar story in environmental ethics of the expansion of the moral community. 

While extending moral considerability to nonhuman animals based on various 

characteristics which they share with humans is very common in the environmental ethics 

literature, it is less common to see philosophers attempt to develop a kind of 

epistemological extensionism acknowledging that human knowledge is not just humanly 

constructed in society with one another but is also significantly informed by nonhuman 

organisms and objects.  Aldo Leopold arguably intimates towards something of this 
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nature in his essay “Thinking Like a Mountain,” where he raises the possibility of 

nonhuman animals—in this case a wolf, and even a geological feature (a mountain)—can 

have perspectives, convey meaning, and could contribute to our human understanding if 

we were more attuned to their modes of communication. 

Perhaps the person who best and most explicitly discusses the ways in which 

nonhuman animals and components of the landscape can speak and contribute to our 

ways of knowing is David Abram in The Spell of the Sensuous.  As opposed to Thomas 

Aquinas and others who denied the existence of earthly intelligences asides from human 

reason, Abram speaks of the ways in which nonhuman animals represent other forms of 

intelligence, and intelligences from whom we as humans can learn.  More people today 

are willing to grant that nonhuman animals have some sort of knowledge of how to live 

within an environment—how to find food, locate or find suitable dwellings, etc.  

Speaking of these “Others,” he has the following to say: 

To humankind, these Others are purveyors of secrets, carriers of intelligence that 
we ourselves often need: it is these Others who can inform us of unseasonable 
changes in the weather, or warn us of imminent eruptions and earthquakes, who 
show us, when foraging, where we may find the ripest berries or the best route to 
follow back home.  By watching them build their nests and shelters, we glean 
clues regarding how to strengthen our own dwellings, and their deaths teach us of 
our own…Moreover, it is not only those entities acknowledged by Western 
civilization as ‘alive,’ not only the other animals and the plants that speak, as 
spirits, to the senses of an oral culture, but also the meandering river form which 
those animals drink, and the torrential monsoon rains, and the stone that fits 
neatly into the palm of the hand.  The mountain, too, has its thoughts.  The forest 
birds whirring and chattering as the sun slips below the horizon are vocal organs 
of the forests itself. (Abram, 14) 

 
Abram in this passage gets at some of the aspects Wildcat is discussing when he 

speaks of indigenous realism.   From observing these earth others we can see how they 
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live in the world, how they shelter themselves from the elements, and such knowledge, as 

he says, can inspire us to be more creative in our own activities and design, etc.  We also 

can learn to respond to their cues, as in the example reported by Bob Simon with 60 

Minutes about the an elder Moken man, Saleh Kalathalay, who along with others, noticed 

unusual behavior in the animals and water around him prior to the devastating 2004 

Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami—elephants heading for high ground, dolphins 

swimming to deeper water, and the usually loud cicadas that suddenly turned silent 

(Simon 2005).  Upon observing these signs Kalathalay went around the village to warn 

tourists and villagers of the coming wave; he recalls being called crazy by the younger 

people, but he eventually persuaded everyone to head to high ground and they were all 

saved, while the village itself was destroyed (Simon 2005). 

Plumwood reacts against the primacy placed upon rationalism and intellectualism 

evident in the history of Western philosophy, which she argues functions to support what 

she calls the “hyperseparation” of humanity from the natural world (2002, 174).  She 

develops what she calls the “intentional recognition stance,” as a means of “recognizing 

earth others as fellow agents and narrative subjects” (2002, 175).  What this intentional 

stance opens up for Plumwood is receptivity to the narratives that these other animals can 

communicate—enabling nonhumans to contribute to our human knowledge and 

understanding.  More specifically, she claims: 

The intentional stance thus opens up between human self and earth others many 
of the joys, challenges and perplexities of the interplay and exchange between 
human self and human other which the mechanistic erasure of agency in nature 
had foreclosed.  The intentional stance towards the earth other makes it possible 
to regain the dramas of interaction with nature which reductive science has stolen 
from us, and to be receptive to the stories of other beings and places in the world.  
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These stories can be heard as part of a great dialogue with earth others which 
people in other times, places and cultures have heard clearly enough and 
participated in. (Plumwood 1993, 136) 

 
Plumwood expands upon the intentional stance in her later work Environmental 

Culture, which even though is contextualized within her chapter on interspecies ethics, 

really demonstrates the way in which nonhuman others can be collaborators in our 

knowledge creation.  With her intentional recognition stance she is calling for a 

redefinition of what it means to be mindful, or to be capable of thought; broadening our 

definition of these concepts opens the door to altering our perception of nonhuman others 

and recognize the intentional nature of their activities and mode of being.  This expressed 

well in the following passage: 

The intentional recognition stance allows us to re-animate nature both as agent in 
our joint undertakings and as a potentially communicative other: we can join 
scientists like Humboldt in hearing basalt cones and pumice speak their past to the 
well-versed observer who stops to listen.  We can re-join the poets in hearing the 
voices of the pines playing with those of the wind, and agree with the forest-
caretaker in thinking of these same pines as needing adequate rainfall and as 
liking to get their feet wet.  Some of the minds we encounter are able to tell us 
basic ecological things long forgotten or grown oddly unfamiliar, things we need 
to know about ourselves. (Plumwood 2002, 177) 

 
Again, Plumwood frames the intentional recognition stance within the context of 

formulating a possible interspecies ethic, however I think what the intentional recognition 

stance can accomplish is interesting for epistemological reasons and this sentence 

resonates with Wildcat’s perspective regarding what he calls indigenous realism.  With 

her intentional recognition stance, Plumwood is primarily acknowledging the agency and 

communicative capacity of nonhuman natural beings that we typically perceive as 

unintelligent and noncommunicative.  She does however connect this with our perception 
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of indigenous cultures; due to the fact that indigenous cultures often do acknowledge the 

agency and communicative nature of nonhuman entities, indigenous cultures have, as a 

result, historically been perceived as less rational and primitive (2002, 178).  In a certain 

respect then, before we try to foster dialogical relationships with nonhuman others, we 

should improve our capacity for dialogical relationships with other humans.     

The fact that I would appeal to Plumwood on this point demonstrates that it need 

not be indigenous people with whom we engage to transform our environmental 

identities.  The value of calling attention to indigenous populations, however, is that they 

have a richer history of acknowledging practicing something like the intentional 

recognition stance.  We need to be attentive to the process for increasing participation 

among indigenous groups in policy discussion and occasions for just-sharing of 

knowledge.   

There are potential dangers for going about this the wrong way.  Without 

respecting the other and meeting the conditions for just-sharing there is the potential for 

at least two problems.  The first problem would be that we embrace their knowledge but 

utilize it to our advantage, as is done with bioprospecting.  The other problem involves 

our potential inability to acknowledge their identities and the knowledge they are 

bringing to the table.  I address the procedural element in the following section. 

What we want to get out of this interaction with indigenous cultures is a sharing 

of knowledge that is mutually beneficial.  The operating premise is that indigenous 

cultures have knowledge that is valuable not just to them, but can be valuable to non-

indigenous cultures as well.  As environmental problems are now not only local problems 
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but global problems, we need to work together across cultures to construct global 

solutions.  By creating the space for intercultural dialogue with indigenous cultures we 

can work constructively towards solutions to our shared problems.  I believe this is what 

Wildcat wants to do as well, but really fails to articulate clearly. 

 

Indigenous Realism 

Wildcat does two things with this indigenous realism approach.  First, he thinks if 

we attune ourselves to the various nonhuman voices around us, we will discern that they 

are trying to communicate to us that there is a problem with the current way humans are 

living upon the earth.  Secondly, he argues mainstream Westerners can borrow from the 

existing knowledge of cultures who have utilized this approach in the past. 

This second aspect is the part of Wildcat’s work that needs to be built up.  The 

majority of his writing draws attention to the fact that prior to colonization and the large 

scale endorsement of a certain notion of progress and development that divorced itself 

from place, there were people who lived lives and had economies that were emergent 

from the land.  Part of the goal of his “wake up call” or Red Alert is the hope of waking 

up those who are blindly continuing on the current course of development; he wants such 

people to wake up to what he considers to be a state of crisis confronting the natural 

world.   

Wildcat asserts, “This alert is also a wake-up call to those always forward-looking 

societies that have failed to inquire into the modes of living of indigenous peoples that 

their histories interrupted and ultimately destroyed” (Wildcat 11).  However, he 
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specifically follows up on this statement by claiming that, “The exercise is not a call to 

archaeology and anthropology as these disciplines have been practiced throughout much 

of their Western academic existence, but a challenge to replace a search for humankind’s 

general development along a Western-inspired universal timeline with a rethinking of our 

diverse human cultural development as shaped by places” (Wildcat, 11).   

I take this as a challenge for those of us in the Western mainstream to develop 

new environmental identities that are more attuned to the places we inhabit.  This was 

what excited me about my initial discovery of Wildcat’s work, it seems to validate what I 

was initially trying to formulate with what I have called the third option—that is, to 

borrow from or be inspired by external cultures and traditions in the creation of new, and 

more sustainable environmental identities.  This idea is expressed well in the following 

passage from Wildcat: 

 ...those paying attention do not have to start from scratch.  This alert calls 
attention to the fact that indigenous peoples possess precisely such place-shaped 
knowledges. We are indeed facing a climate change, and in order to effectively 
address this change, our cultural climate will have to change too.  An indigenous 
inheritance exists for humankind that takes many forms from many places and 
peoples regarding how humankind might reexamine lifeways that, although 
hardly without failures and mistakes, suggest in practical terms how we might 
adopt life-enhancing cultures situated in a symbiotic relationship with nature.  
Will this indigenous inheritance be denied and go unclaimed?  I hope not, for the 
sake of the rich diversity of life we share this planet with and for the sake of our 
human selves. (Wildcat, 11-12) 

 
The point is not to try to revert back to some romanticized American Indian ideal; 

Wildcat tries to emphasize that in his use of the term indigenous realism.  The point, 

rather, is to try to utilize indigenous knowledge that can help us towards building a 
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sustainable future.  Rather than highlighting the value of indigenous knowledge in deep 

and almost mystical terms, he plays up the practical virtues of indigenous knowledge. 

One of his first practical insights is an invocation of what has come to be known 

as “appropriate technology.”  He more or less gives a common definition of appropriate 

technology by advocating an appeal to scale down our technologies as much as possible 

and be more reflective about the lifestyles we want and develop technologies that are 

fitting to that lifestyle and fitting to the environments we want.  He considers indigenous 

technologies in general to be forms of appropriate technology.  Just like indigenous 

identities are emergent from the landscape, appropriate technologies are ones that are 

conceived to be appropriate to a specific environment/context and, as Wildcat suggests, 

ideally emergent from the landscape (Wildcat, 30).   

When most people think about technology, their minds almost instantly go 

towards the hi-tech, ignoring all of the low-tech technologies we make use of everyday 

like eyeglasses or shoes, etc.  Housing, conceived as a form of technology, is one 

example of a device many of us take for granted.  Yet, housing is perhaps Wildcat’s best 

example of what indigenous realism has to offer; it is also an example that brings us back 

to place-based identities and lifeways that are emergent from the landscape.  Ideally the 

type of home we live in should be suitable to the environments which we inhabit.  

Unfortunately this is rarely the case as builders in the United States employ similar 

designs to construct similarly styled homes all across the country.  There are exceptions 

of course, but it is increasingly likely that if one uproots from Westfield, NJ to the 

climatically different Denton, TX, one can nevertheless find the same style home to live 
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in.  Wildcat suggests this would be inconceivable for indigenous communities, and the 

consequence is a significant amount of waste. 

There are three critical passages from Wildcat that I cite here fully and to which 

we shall devote some attention.  All three of these passages deal with the intimate 

connection between human culture and nonhuman nature.  Wildcat’s term to overcome 

the traditional nature/culture dichotomy is the nature-culture nexus.  This is perhaps more 

clumsy than the more elegant “biocultural” term that has been used as well, but for what 

it lacks in elegance it perhaps makes up for in clarity. 

It seems trivial at one level, yet absolutely necessary at another, to remind modern 
humankind that the reason American Indians were and remain, to a surprising 
extent, culturally diverse signals the importance of the nature-culture nexus.  
From our most defining and expressive ceremonies to our centuries-old material 
cultures and, in the broadest sense, lifeways, it is hard to mistake the cultural 
traditions of a Seminole for a Lummi or a Menominee once one learns the 
locations of each of these peoples’ long-standing homelands.  No one would 
expect peoples coming from such diverse landscapes and environments as the 
wetlands of south Florida, the northwest coast of the United States, or the forest 
areas surrounding the Great Lakes to have dressed the same way, eaten the same 
foods, and lived in the same kinds of dwellings. (Wildcat, 100) 

 
In contrast to the diverse environmental identities to be found in biologically and 

climatically different places, the relative uniformity in mainstream American 

environmental identity is startling.  Among mainstream American society, I doubt many 

people’s diets, mode of transport, type of housing would change substantially in 

relocating from one part of the country to another.  This can be accounted for by the fact 

that one form of identity or lifeway has been made possible in nearly all places.  

Paraphrasing from Wildcat then, a typical American can quite easily uproot from the 

wetlands of south Florida and move to the forests surrounding the Great Lakes and 
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continue to shop for his or her clothes at Gap online or in person, buy his groceries from 

the Denton, TX Kroger, the Vero Beach, Fl Kroger, or Detroit, MI Kroger.  In all fairness 

there will likely be some local variance in the products available, but for the most part a 

significant alteration in one’s purchasing habits would not be necessary. 

It is possible to live the same lifestyle in South Florida as in Michigan because the 

current mainstream American identity is displaced and disconnected from place.  In 

Wildcat’s words: “The fact that today the mainstream American culture is increasingly 

homogenized is indicative of the degree to which the way most Americans, in this 

modern, or, if you choose, postmodern, society, live with diminished and shallow 

connections to the places where they live” (Wildcat, 101). 

I am in general agreement with Wildcat’s position; however, I also readily grant 

that there are plenty of non-indigenous people whose identities are deeply tied up in the 

places in which they live to greater and lesser degrees.  At the more marginal level there 

may be the academic who loves skiing but was unable to attain a position in the northern 

states of the US and consequently takes the only offer extended to her at a school in 

Southern Florida.  Certainly the lack of opportunity to pursue her favorite means of 

recreation is a loss, but one that likely does not call for a major reorientation of her life.  

Should the commercial fisherman and beach enthusiast follow his spouse to a landlocked 

Midwestern state for her job transfer however, this may necessitate lifestyle changes that 

cut more to the core of this person’s identity.  I say this just to be cautious of 

oversimplification, because of course there will be those who would self-identify as 
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members of the American mainstream who nevertheless do have identities or at least 

meaningful components of their identities which are deeply connected to place.   

Examples of mainstream Americans emergent identities came out surprisingly to 

British Petroleum in the wake of the recent Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of 

Mexico.  BP undertook efforts to compensate individuals whose livelihoods were 

adversely affected by the spill; what struck me most about these negotiations were the 

stories of individuals for whom compensation was not the essential issue but concerns 

that pertained to the victims’ environmental identities.  For instance, the many people for 

whom shrimping was their profession and made up an essential part of their self-identity 

were not only concerned about their income but about the fact that the opportunity to 

continue doing the type of work that members of their family had done for generations 

might no longer be possible.  Or the family whose home and adjacent fishing spot was so 

integrated into their identities that the prospect of a comparable home on a different plot 

of land further north simply didn’t constitute any true notion of compensation. 

These sorts of examples withstanding, I think Wildcat’s broader claim that how 

we live should depend upon where we live is a point worth considering.  We should not 

strive to achieve one American lifestyle that can be lived anywhere, but rather many 

American lifestyles that are appropriate to the location in which one lives. 

How should we live?  Indigenous wisdom suggests it depends.  It makes all the 
difference in the world, so to speak, where one lives in the diverse biosphere of 
Mother Earth when addressing the practical choices human beings make about 
how to live well...The environments through which humankind moves and lives 
are diverse, thus any generalization or abstract expression or formula regarding 
life sustainability must accommodate the diversity of places humankind inhabits. 
(Wildcat, 106) 
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Again, his best examples of how indigenous groups live differently in different 

landscapes come through discussions of housing in particular, and architecture in general.  

When I first heard Wildcat talk, it was in an auditorium-style classroom with no 

windows.  Wildcat drew specific attention to this fact—the irony that his talk about the 

natural environment would be given in a room completely closed off from the outside 

environment.  Echoing thinkers like David Abram who are influenced by 

phenomenologists like Merleau-Ponty, Wildcat lamented that this built environment that 

most of us inhabit most of the time cuts us off from a dialogical relationship to the natural 

world outside the walls.  As I write now, I sit in my office, which likewise has no 

windows, with a climate that is controlled for me by the building administrators—I am 

deeply disconnected from the natural world and its many voices.  Thinkers like Shepard 

and Abram argue that surrounding ourselves with our own human artifacts causes 

significant deprivation to our minds and bodies.  Abram says, “The superstraight lines 

and right angles of our office architecture, for instance, make our animal senses wither 

even as they support the abstract intellect; the wild, earth-born nature of the materials—

the woods, clays, metals, and stones that went into the building—are readily forgotten 

behind the abstract and calculable form” (Abram, 64).  Though he doesn’t speak of what 

I am calling emergent identities, Abram’s call to awaken one’s senses to the animate 

natural world one inhabits, but often is closed off from, is certainly one way to bring 

about a renewed sense of an emergent environmental identity. 
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I remember Wildcat animatedly advocating for a university with moveable walls 

that could allow the outside environment to intermingle with the indoor classrooms.  In 

his book he speaks more explicitly about architecture. 

Architects and designers, especially Native ones, should explore the insights our 
ancestors possessed that enabled them to build dwellings that took full advantage 
of the climate, landscape, and material features of their homelands.  Sustainability 
issues were foremost when our ancestors, collectively speaking, designed and 
built the pueblos of the desert Southwest, grass lodges of the southern plains, 
earth lodges along the Republican and Missouri Rivers, and the teepees of the 
plain.  They had knowledge about how to build dwellings that fit the landscape 
they dwelled within. (Wildcat, 116) 

 
What would such dwellings look like for us here in Denton?  Wildcat, living less 

than 500 miles roughly north of Denton, is familiar with the Wichita and Caddo tribes 

that initially inhabited the North Texas region.  He informs us that those groups built 

grass lodges with the then abundant tall grasses of the region with frames from locally 

available timber.  Such lodges were easily reparable as well as being breathable and 

waterproof, making them pleasant to dwell in most of the year (Wildcat, 116). 

So knowledge as to how to construct place-specific buildings utilizing locally 

available resources could be one practical lesson to be gained from through just-sharing 

with indigenous cultures.  The more complex value to be gained from engaging with 

indigenous cultures is gaining an appreciation an understanding for what Wildcat calls 

the nature-culture nexus, and what Plumwood aims to get at with her intentional 

recognition stance.  In their own ways Abram, Plumwood, and Wildcat each strive to 

make the point that nature and culture cannot be conceived of as two separate entities.  

All three figures also praise indigenous cultures for their attunement to the environments 
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they participate in and inhabit, and for the ways in which their identities are emergent 

from the landscape.   

This is where I perceive a tension that is unresolved in Wildcat’s own work.  At 

times, as I have mentioned, he advocates for a participatory approach.  He calls for 

greater indigenous representation on climate panels.  Even in the passage cited just before 

regarding architecture, he says architects and engineers should explore traditional 

indigenous design, but especially Native architects and engineers.  At other times the 

participatory dimension appears to be downplayed as he plays up the degree to which 

indigenous groups possess localized knowledge of living sustainably within a given 

environment and hopes to offer that knowledge to others as a means of bringing about a 

cultural change to address our serious environmental challenges. 

In the following section, I flesh out the participatory aspect of Wildcat’s 

arguments, which is the first component of the two pronged approach I am advocating 

and also clearly spell out the second component of my approach, which I also take to be 

consistent with aspects of Wildcat’s approach calling for non-indigenous citizens to look 

to and listen to indigenous narratives, which corresponds to what I have called the 

inspirational aspect of forging transformative environmental identities. 

 

Bolstering a Participatory Approach: The First of a  
Two-Pronged Approach 

 
Part of what motivated this dissertation, as mentioned at the very beginning, was a 

critical discussion I had at a meeting of the International Association of Environmental 

Philosophy, where I was presenting a paper on indigenous toponyms.  The concern that 
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my interlocutor had was that I was purporting to speak for the Yahgan people, whose 

toponyms I cited in that paper.  As I hope to have made clear by this point, I don’t believe 

that my proposal for renewed and emergent environmental identities for non-indigenous 

Americans constitutes a form of “speaking for” indigenous communities.  Rather, I would 

like support Plumwood in her distinction between speaking as and speaking with in the 

following passage: 

...representation should keep in mind the distinction between claiming to be the 
other rather than to represent an other’s perspective, to see or speak as the other 
rather than to see or speak with or in support of the other...The problem of 
representing another culture’s or another species communication however pale 
before the enormity of failing to represent them at all, or of representing them as 
non-communicative and non-intentional beings.  This is an incomparably greater 
failing. (2002, 60-61) 

 
Plumwood here opens up a space to allow for a kind of indirect representation.  

That is, on Plumwood’s terms, it would be unacceptable for me to travel to a conference 

and lay claim to an identity that is not my own and speak from that perspective; however, 

it is acceptable for me to travel to a conference and represent another culture’s 

perspective, and speak in support of that cultural perspective, if that perspective would 

otherwise be silent/absent from that meeting.   

I am in agreement with Plumwood on this point, however I readily acknowledge 

that there is always a danger of misrepresentation.  For that reason, if a representative 

from the culture in question is willing and able to participate directly, that is to be 

preferred.  For this reason, the first aspect of my proposal would be to acknowledge the 

need for greater participation by indigenous communities in environmental policy 

discussions.   
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Wildcat displays frustration and anger about the fact that climate change isn’t just 

an “inconvenient truth” but it is a matter of grave consequence, often disproportionately 

affecting indigenous communities who contribute least to global climate change.  Robin 

Bronen, a human rights attorney, who joined a National Science Foundation sponsored 

IGERT—Global-Local Interactions: Resilience and Adaption of Social-Ecological 

Systems in a Rapidly Changing North addresses forced migrations of indigenous groups 

due to climate change in her work.  Specifically, she attempts to provide a legal 

framework for responding to forced migrations; she quotes the Intergovernmental Panel 

on Climate Change (IPCC) statistic, which estimates that “150 million people will be 

displaced by 2050” due to rising sea levels, diminishing access to food and potable water 

(Bronen, 2009).   She uses the term “climigration” to refer to this tragic phenomenon. 

The United Nations has acknowledge that indigenous communities are and will be 

some of those communities most negatively affected by climate change, and yet they are 

rarely considered or represented in the public discussion on climate change.  In an effort 

to rectify this, the United Nations established The United Nations Permanent Forum on 

Indigenous Issues. 

The Indigenous Environmental Network, directed by Tom Goldtooth, likewise 

expressed frustration with what its members describe as a lack of political will at the state 

level to confront the problems of climate change in the Network’s “Declaration of the 

Indigenous Peoples of the World at COP 17” (2011).  Their first principles in this 

declaration call for recognition and respect of Indigenous Peoples’ right to self-

determination and, “in accordance with the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
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Indigenous Peoples ensure and guarantee the full and effective participation of 

Indigenous Peoples at all levels, respecting the processes based on consultation and free, 

prior and informed consent in accordance with the United Nations Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples” (IEN 2011).  In addition to participation and recognition 

of Indigenous Peoples themselves, the declaration also makes an appeal to indigenous 

knowledge and technology, calling for recognition and respect of “the fundamental 

contribution of the traditional knowledge, innovations and practices of Indigenous 

Peoples” (IEN, 2011). 

Interestingly enough, this document also claims that “Knowledge is universal and 

may not for any reason be subject to private property and use, and neither should its 

application in the form of technology” (IEN, 2011).  The driver behind a statement like 

this may be that universalization obviously works both ways, and there can be ways in 

which indigenous populations stand to benefit from appropriating Western knowledge, 

just as Western nations stand to benefit from appropriating indigenous knowledge.  One 

example of something like this is climate mitigation technologies; industrialized nations 

who have contributed most to climate change are attempting to develop climate 

mitigation technologies.  The cruel irony is that these nations, or corporations from these 

nations, may ultimately profit from selling these technologies to those countries and areas 

that contributed least to climate change but are most negatively affected by it. 

Applying this same logic in the reverse however, we could say that if knowledge 

truly is universal, then this eliminates the ethical concern about utilizing indigenous 

knowledge to help us in mainstream America resolve our more local environmental 
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problems.  This brings us squarely back to al-Kindi’s initial legitimization of 

appropriation due to the universal character of knowledge.  The key here however is 

collaboration.  We have knowledge in the industrialized West that could be useful to 

Indigenous communities, and they have knowledge that could prove useful to us.  There 

should be a just-sharing of information to collaboratively work towards resolving our 

environmental problems.   

As mentioned earlier, Wildcat states that he is not advocating for anthropology or 

archaeology as it has traditionally been practiced.  One would think he might turn his 

back on such endeavors entirely, yet he does not; he still appears to advocate for the 

benefit of anthropological investigation, but one which is able to try to escape from its 

Western biases and is able to come to an understanding of other cultures and the way they 

have been shaped by place.  We stand to gain through observation alone it seems: “We 

may find insights in our oldest indigenous traditions and activities.  It is also likely that if 

we demonstrate respectful attentiveness to the world we live in today, we will find new 

techniques, songs, practices, and even ceremonies for life enhancement.  This Red Alert 

expresses a desire for urgent action based on respectful attentiveness” (21). 

I agree with Wildcat on this point, and this is the emphasis in the second prong of 

the two-pronged approach.  However, I would like here to focus more on strengthening 

and facilitating greater participation on the part of indigenous persons.  Wildcat’s most 

explicit reference to participation comes through a quote of Billy Frank, Jr. (leader of the 

Northwest Indian Fisheries Commission): “We want to be at that table.  We are capable 

of sitting at that table today with the federal government, with any government in the 
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United States, to argue our case or negotiate or sit down and do it.  And that is where we 

want to be” (Frank Jr., 2006).  Expanding upon this call from Billy Frank Jr., Wildcat 

claims, “As we prepare to face the challenge of climate change, we not only want a seat 

at the table, we want to participate in discussions about research, sustainable economies 

and the energy to fuel them, and environmental adaptation.  We want to be involved in 

designing research” (19). 

The National Science Foundation is also trying to alter the way that science gets 

done in a way that would be amenable to Wildcat’s proposal and resonates well with a 

different issue dealt with by Kyle Whyte in a forthcoming publication on solar radiation 

management.  Rather than deal with the impact of a research project at the completion, 

NSF is trying to think through the potential impacts of a project at the very outset of the 

project, even prior to this stage by being reflective with the call to for proposals.  Wildcat 

himself, or similarly concerned indigenous persons could perform a valuable service and 

find an avenue for participation and influence by serving as peer reviewers for instance, 

and influencing the course of research at the National Science Foundation.  Whyte’s 

concern is that even if indigenous communities are consulted, and inclusive committees 

are formed to provide a means of participation for indigenous voices to be heard, he is 

concerned that this inclusion will happen too late in the process.  That is, as he says, 

“Indigenous peoples get to be integrated into the research after its basic trajectory has 

been determined (Whyte, forthcoming)”; they are not however being consulted as to 

whether or not solar radiation management research ought to be pursued in the first place. 
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The main point is that being involved in the design of research is the one instance 

in his text where Wildcat calls for a seat at the table, but I think this element must be 

highlighted and expanded more.  This need for participation even flows over into the next 

part of my two-pronged approach where we are encouraged to draw on/be inspired by 

indigenous knowledge; for if we are to be inspired by the other, the other’s presence and 

participation is the most effective way to spark that inspiration.  We still are dependent 

upon their willing engagement in the dialogical process; for us to listen requires that they 

participate by speaking. 

Wildcat states, “I recommend that those interested in saving the planet from great 

losses of life start by listening to the Earth knowledges, the indigenous knowledges, 

American Indians and Alaska Natives possess regarding ways to live well in the diverse 

environments of Mother Earth” (Wildcat, 134).  Listening however, requires the presence 

and voice of the other, and this is precisely why greater participation by indigenous 

groups needs to be facilitated. 

Beyond calling for greater participation in policy and decision making, I have not 

been explicit as to how that participation should be facilitated.  In his work on bivalent 

environmental justice, Robert Figueroa details the need for recognition in addition to 

distribution as a holistic approach to justice; part of recognition entails participatory 

inclusion.  Figueroa draws on the work of Luke Cole and Sheila Foster (2001), Kristin 

Shrader-Frecehette (2002), Robert Bullard (1999), and David Scholsberg (2007), who 

each demonstrate the insufficiency of purely distributive approaches to justice and argue 

for some notion of participatory justice. 
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Whyte considers the lack of effort to obtain consent from Indigenous peoples 

prior to deciding whether or not to proceed with solar radiation management research as a 

failure of justice; more specifically, he perceives it as violation of Indigenous peoples’ 

sovereign rights to self-determination (as the decision to proceed with SRM research 

would likely have impacts on Indigenous peoples and their ability to preserve their 

lifeways).  In a similar manner, Christian Hunold and Iris Young viewed lack of 

participation as a failure of justice in the siting of hazardous waste facilities (1998).  They 

explain how policy makers working within a utilitarian framework justified the siting of 

hazardous waste facilities near urban populations without first informing them or 

engaging them in any advance discussion pertaining to the siting of such facilities.  They 

argue that while utilitarian calculation may well justify such decision making, it 

nonetheless is an unjust process when it fails to include those who will be affected in the 

decision making process. 

The takeaway from Hunold and Young’s discussion of siting issues is that 

distributive justice fails primarily because it fails to consider “who has and ought to have 

the right to make decisions, and according to what procedures” (1998, 85).  Hunold and 

Young propose a model of communicative democracy to conduct a more just process and 

arrive at fairer and wiser decisions.  I think the procedural dimensions they delve into are 

useful and the reader can consult their work for more on these details.   

I am particularly interested at this point in why a participatory process creates 

wiser decisions.  On this point Hunold and Young claim,  

If in addition all affected social positions and perspectives are included in the 
discussion, then each can contribute their situated knowledge of how various 
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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 and on that 
basis choose the wisest. (1998, 87) 

  
Acknowledging situated knowledges is the sticky point for Wildcat, because 

while he encourages the sharing of indigenous knowledges, there are other indigenous 

scholars who contest that indigenous knowledge, once removed from its original context, 

becomes stripped of its original meaning, thereby rendering it less useful.  See, for 

example, the following passage from Anishnabe scholar Deborah McGregor:  

Native understandings of TEK [traditional ecological knowledge] tend to focus on 
relationships between knowledge, people, and all of Creation (the “natural” as 
well as the spiritual).  TEK is viewed as the process of participating (a verb) fully 
and responsibly in such relationships, rather than specifically as the knowledge 
gained from such experiences.  For Aboriginal people, TEK is not just about 
understanding relationships, it is the relationship with Creation.  TEK is 
something one does.  Equally fundamental from an Aboriginal perspective is that 
TEK is inseparable from the people who hold it. (McGregor 2008, 145-146) 

 
This contrasting indigenous perspective on indigenous knowledge poses a 

challenge to Wildcat.  Really this challenge brings us back to the spirit of al-Kindi’s early 

passage about appropriating knowledge.  There is a tension between the universality of 

human knowledge traditionally connected with enlightenment philosophy, and the 

postmodern emphasis on situated epistemologies.  Wildcat argues that indigenous 

knowledge can be shared, but McGregor’s perspective on TEK challenges Wildcat’s 

optimism.  Perhaps we can salvage Wildcat from this challenge by suggesting it’s not 

necessarily that indigenous knowledge is transferrable to other knowers, but that it’s 

content has universal application, and consequently we need those possessing this 

knowledge to step up and participate in a range of activities from policy making to 
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architecture.  If we can legitimately make this latter claim, then we need to reemphasize 

the role of participation. 

Elsewhere, McGregor claims, “The future of TEK, ultimately, is related to the 

entrenchment of Indigenous rights.  Indigenous knowledge cannot be separated meaningfully 

from the people who hold it. This means that, in order to protect TEK, the people themselves 

and their ways of life must be protected” (2006).  This is something Wildcat again perhaps 

underplays and deserves to be emphasized; as focusing on the knowledge as distinct from the 

people possessing that knowledge opens up the door for colonization of TEK, something 

which McGregor is deeply concerned about (cf. McGregor, 2004). 

 

Collaborative Creation of New Environmental Identities:  
The Second of a Two-Pronged Approach 

 
I suggested in the previous section that one of the results of this dissertation is an 

acknowledgement of the need for greater participation by indigenous communities in 

policy processes.  There are multiple reasons for needing to do this in the United States: 

first, we are obligated to respect the sovereignty of American Indian nations and their 

rights to self-determination.  Secondly, often indigenous communities offer a viewpoint 

that can contrast starkly with the mainstream perspectives on certain issues. 

The currently contested TransCanada Keystone XL pipeline project is a good 

example of the need for indigenous participation in the national dialogue.  The 

Indigenous Environmental Network, the National Congress of American Indians, and 

various tribal news outlets have expressed concerns about the pipeline.  The first concern 

relates to whether the US government is fulfilling its obligations to deal fairly with tribal 
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nations in determining the pipeline route.  Vi Waln, member of the Rosebud Sioux Tribe 

and editor of the Lakota Country Times, contests that the US Bureau of Reclamation 

“was in violation of the trust responsibility as an agency of the federal government [for 

failing to collaborate with] the Oglala Sioux Tribe regarding the Mni Wiconi waterlines 

and the Oglala Sioux Rural Water Supply System” (Waln, 2011).   

Beyond the legal issues at stake however, the indigenous response to this project 

also demonstrates the alternative perspectives that indigenous communities have to offer 

on national environmental issues.  The major concern voiced by members of the tribal 

communities is the harm this project can cause to “Mother Earth” and the danger posed 

by the pipeline to the water supply of a significant number of Americans.  This is 

something that unfortunately gets downplayed as the national media tends to focus 

primarily on the pipeline in the context of the construction jobs it would create and the 

degree to which this project alone could reduce our nation’s reliance on foreign oil.  Of 

course there is not a uniformity of opinion among the tribal communities; Jefferson Keel, 

the president of that National Congress of American Indians issued a statement 

acknowledging the economic and national security benefits attending this project, but 

shares the desire of many more mainstream opponents to this project that desire not 

necessarily to kill it, but see that it is done in the right way. 

In this final section, I want to focus not on the participatory element, but on how 

the incorporation of indigenous perspectives can hopefully have a transformative power 

on our own environmental identities.  This may be done by learning from indigenous 

cultures and being inspired to create our own sustainable environmental identities based 
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on aspects of their which we can emulate.  A two-pronged approach is necessary, because 

focusing one just one of the two dimensions is insufficient. 

Calling for and facilitating greater participation by indigenous persons is 

necessary but insufficient for confronting our environmental problems.  The main figures 

I have examined in this dissertation—Plumwood, White, Wildcat, and Abram, all claim 

there is something about Western mainstream environmental identities which are 

fundamentally harmful to the natural world and in need of transformation.  We need to 

work on these and transform these identities while we simultaneously facilitate greater 

participation by underrepresented voices.   

I embrace Wildcat’s claim that indigenous communities have a rich inheritance 

upon which we can call on to assist us in confronting our current environmental 

challenges.  I am attempting here to carry out Wildcat’s general argument a bit further in 

claiming that we need a two-pronged approach of increasing participation of indigenous 

communities and being influenced ourselves, those of us non-indigenous persons, to 

incorporate aspects of indigenous environmental identities in the hopes of connecting 

ourselves more intimately to the places in which we live. 

Throughout this dissertation the primary aspect I have heralded about indigenous 

environmental identity is the degree to which they are often emergent from the 

surrounding environments and attuned to the nonhuman voices around them.  I think we, 

in the Western mainstream, can still recapture part of this emergent quality and sensitivity 

to nonhuman others.  I have focused on some of specific examples that are reflective of 

emergent identities—namely toponyms—and demonstrated how we can become more 
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reflective and attuned to our own toponyms and cultivate an awareness of the 

environments we inhabit, and a corresponding sense of obligation to care for those 

environments.  While a typical response to my type of proposal is that we cannot go back 

to the past, I hope I have demonstrated ways in which my call does not at all entail a 

reversal to past forms of live, or an adoption of foreign indigenous environmental 

identities, as if that were even possible.   

I think part of the difficulties with philosophers like Abram, Plumwood, and 

even Wildcat, is that even if one is sympathetic to their characterization of the problems 

with the mainstream Western environmental identity, and the virtues of indigenous 

environmental identities, it is difficult to see where we can go from there.  I hope to have 

shown how even small things like attentiveness to our toponymies can be practical steps 

to cultivating a more responsive and collaborative relationship to the environments we 

inhabit.   

While I have been content to treat toponyms as a case study of what sorts of 

knowledge could be learned from engaging with indigenous cultures, we could take back 

up the issue of toponyms as we prepare to close and suggest ways in which toponyms 

could come back to the fore.  That is, what should we do with our own toponyms once we 

have seen how other cultures’ toponyms are often reflections of collaborative 

environmental identities emergent from the places being named? 

One possibility is that we don’t actually do anything with a toponym such as 

Denton.  It is possible to rewrite and redefine our relationship to the Denton environment 

without actually changing the name Denton.  That is, through this encounter with 
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indigenous cultures we can be inspired to transform our environmental identities and 

become grounded in and more sensitive to our environment in Denton and build more 

information into what Denton is and means to the people who live there. 

A more radical proposal is to actually change the names of colonizing toponyms 

to ones that represent the types of environmental identities to which we are striving.  This 

may initially sound implausible, until one considers the ways in which this has already 

happened for a variety of reasons.  On April 22, 2012, for example, the town of 

Willingboro, NJ renamed Salem Road Rev. Dr. M L King Jr. Dr.; a number of civil rights 

era activists and advocates were there to celebrate the renaming of this road, which just 

one of many hundreds which have been renamed to honor the life of Martin Luther King 

Jr. (Delli Santi, 2012).  An article about the renaming drew specific attention to Chris 

Walker, who initiated the campaign to rename the street name; he said he was inspired to 

rename this specific road when he reflected on a question posed to him by a high school 

student: “Why are all the streets that are named after Dr. King in the most crime-infested 

areas?” (Delli Santi, 2012).  Walker responded that he chose this street in particular 

because he found it symbolic in a number of ways: “A bus stop at the top of the road 

symbolizes the Montgomery bus boycotts; the school is a reminder of how seriously King 

took education; the municipal building and post office are places King staged protests for 

workers’ rights; and the base of the road is anchored by two churches, as King was 

anchored in God” (Delli Santi, 2012). 

Streets named after Dr. King are probably the best known cases of renaming in 

the United States.  Of course, we have many examples of countries and cities being 
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renamed for political purposes; many of them efforts of the people to dissociate 

themselves from their colonial past: Belize (British Honduras); Indonesia (Netherlands 

East Indies); Mali (French Sudan); Australia (New Holland/New South Whales); 

Thailand (Siam); etc. (Hillman, 2012).  Of course, connecting back to some of my 

personal history, New York was once New Amsterdam, and the current Czech Republic 

was former Czechoslovakia and the Kingdom of Bohemia prior to that.  This latter 

example, and the split that made the Czech Republic and Slovakia distinct entities shows 

that people had conscious deliberations about how places should be named. 

So there is plenty of precedent for renaming a place, just perhaps not much 

precedent for renaming a place in recognition of new environmental identities.  There is 

even precedent for renaming places for arguably worse reasons.  In a recent article in The 

Atlantic, “What Isn’t For Sale?” Michael Sandel provides a laundry list of things that are 

in fact for sale in our society and argues that commodifying things like “health, 

education, public safety, national security, criminal justice, environmental protection, 

recreation, procreation, and other social goods” has a detrimental effect on our society, 

which will only magnify as we increasingly allow the markets to make determinations on 

social goods (Sandel, 2012). One of the examples Sandel gives in his article is a woman 

who agreed to sell advertising space on her forehead; an online casino paid her $10,000 

to permanently tattoo its web address on her forehead.  In our own 26th Congressional 

District, 16 miles southwest of Denton, the former town of Clark, TX agreed in 2005 to 

permanently rename the town DISH in exchange for 10 years of free satellite service 

from DISH Network for the residents of the town (Slagle, 2005).  Other cities have 
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renamed themselves temporarily in exchange for money such as Secretsanta.com, Idaho 

and Half.com, Oregon (Slagle, 2005).   

In Slagle’s Washington Post piece about the name change he closes with these 

lines:  

Gary Ruskin, of the nonprofit Commercial Alert, said towns should provide 
services such as trash collection and education, hot “hawk television at its 
residents,” he said.  “The names of our civic places reflect our values and our 
aspirations,” Ruskin said.  “It’s wrong to sever the link between civic names and 
civic virtue.” But Merritt, mayor of the town now called DISH, said work had 
already begun to change the town’s dozen street signs.  He doesn’t see the new 
name ever going out of favor.  “I can’t see right now that people would want to 
change it,” he said.  “Clark will always be a part of our history, but this is our new 
identity.” (Slagle, 2005) 

 
The concluding section on identity is significant; if we can and do rename places 

for commercial reasons, and then those commercial identities become components of our 

personal identities, why not rename places to reflect renewed collaborative environmental 

identities?  There a small steps that we can take, renaming being one such step, that can 

be instrumental in transforming our environmental identities. 

Shepard has offered similar small areas of emphasis when discussing the 

lifestyles of hunter-gather peoples of the Pleistocene era.  He suggested that small aspects 

of a Pleistocene lifestyle that can easily be reincorporated into our lives today to enhance 

our lifestyles.  The major thesis throughout his life’s work is that the way of life that 

evolved in the early Pleistocene became embedded in our genes.  There are aspects of this 

hunter-gatherer way of life then that our physical bodies still crave and demand. There is 

a limit then to how far we may fashion our own lives before we deviate too far and start 

manifesting social and psychological problems.  He discusses this point most specifically 
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in his text Nature and Madness (1982).  What I would like to call attention to at the end 

of this dissertation however, is the practical list Shepard formulated near the very end of 

his final book before he passed away.   

In the last pages of Coming Home to the Pleistocene, Shepard produces a table 

titled “Aspects of a Pleistocene Paradigm;” I have reproduced this title in the appendix.  

This table is in part Shepard’s response to the claim that we cannot go back to these 

original ways of inhabiting environments—that we cannot go back to the Pleistocene.  He 

contests that we can go back, as he says, “because we never left” (Shepard 1998, 170).  

He calls these elements listed in the table “themes of cultural recovery” (Shepard 1998, 

170).   

Certain of the elements he lists there I think certainly are impractical if not to say 

impossible in today’s world.  However, certain elements many have already recognized 

the value of and have consciously attempted to embrace, such as the value of extended 

lactation.  Not long ago in the United States, new mothers were regularly encouraged to 

offer formula to newborns, guided by the assumption that formula provided the optimum 

nutrition required for healthy development.  There has now been a marked reversal of 

that trend with greater emphasis on both the psychological and physical importance of 

breastfeeding when possible.  Likewise, the significance of extended family is something 

our mainstream society has separated with as many are forced to relocate frequently for 

work.  However, many would recognize and yearn for the value of involvement of family 

members beyond the nuclear family. 
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Others of that list would require more significant shifts in our current ways of 

living and our current infrastructure.  Non-peer group play and learning is emphasized at 

some educational institutions such as Montessori schools, yet instituting such a shift in 

our public schools would require a major overhaul of how our schools are structured.  

Abram would likely applaud Shepard’s proposal to forbid reading until one has reached a 

symbolic age (around 12 Shepard says), and Louv would likely applaud proposals such as 

access to butchering scenes, so that children understand from an early age where their 

food is coming from.   

Some of Shepard’s proposals, however, seem far too impractical, as I have said, 

and my goal is not to wholeheartedly embrace Shepard’s philosophy, but rather to call on 

him at the end of this dissertation to show some of the ways that we can more seamlessly 

incorporate elements from indigenous lifeways into our efforts to retool our own 

environmental identities.  This is why, I believe this third option which I have discussed 

in this dissertation, of drawing on and being inspired by indigenous lifeways, offers the 

best sources of hope for us to reformulate our own more sustainable and healthy 

environmental identities.  We can do this because despite our cultural differences, we are 

all similar in our humanity and ability to learn and adopt new practices and perspectives.  

Also we can do this because there are still indigenous voices around the world today 

whom we can listen to and learn from.   

Finally, I hope to have shown that engaging indigenous and other foreign 

cultures to inspire transformations in our own environmental identities is not an act of 

unjust appropriation, and in fact is not really appropriation at all; this is why I have tried 
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to describe it more along the lines of inspiration.  There is no specific element of any 

particular existing indigenous culture that I am claiming we should take or replicate.  The 

one key element I do advocate replicating is to attempt to forge new environmental 

identities that are emergent from the environment one inhabits.  However, this emergent 

quality of indigenous identities is so common to so many indigenous cultures from all 

over the world, that even if this is perceived as a form of appropriation, it would be 

difficult to say from whom we would be appropriating.  This feature is so common, and 

in a sense so abstract, that I believe it is the type of thing that is easily universalizable—

universalizable in the manner that the Indigenous Environmental Network uses the term 

even.  And so while we must strive to optimize indigenous participation in environmental 

policy forums, we must simultaneously seek to strive to recreate healthier and more 

sustainable environmental identities modeled on this universalizable aspect of individual 

and cultural identity that can be found among indigenous communities the world over.  

This two-pronged approach will hopefully help aid indigenous communities in 

maintaining their cultural identities, participating in important forums where they have 

valuable knowledge to contribute, and gaining recognition on larger levels.  It will also 

help us in the mainstream society develop healthier, more sustainable environmental 

identities to enable us, and the environments we inhabit to thrive into the future. 
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APPENDIX  

ASPECTS OF A PLEISTOCENE PARADIGM 

 

 

From Coming Home to the Pleistocene, by Paul Shepard.   

Copyright © 1998 Florence Shepard.   

Reproduced by permission of Island Press, Washington, D.C.
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Ontogenetic 
 
  1.  Formal recognition of stages in the whole life cycle 
  2.  The progressive dynamics of bonding and separation 
  3.  Earth-crawling freedom by 18 months 
  4.  Richly textured play space 
  5.  No reading prior to “symbolic age” (about 12 years) 
  6.  All-age access to butchering scenes 
  7.  All-age access to birth, copulation, death scenes 
  8.  Few toys 
  9.  Early access via speech to rich species taxonomies 
10.  Formal celebration of life-stage passages such as initiation 
11.  Rich animal-mimic play and other introjective processes 
12.  Non-peer-group play 
13.  Parturition and neonate “soft” environment 
14.  Access to named places in connection with mythology 
15.  Extended family or dense social structure 
16.  Extended lactation 
17.  Play as the internal prediction of the living world 
18.  Little storage, accumulation, or provision 
19.  Diversity of “work” 
20.  Handmade tools and other objects 
21.  No monoculture 
22.  Independent family subsistence plus customary sharing 
23.  Ecotypic economy—keyed to place 
24.  No landownership in the sense of “fee simple” 
25.  Little absolute territoriality 
26.  No fossil fuel use 
27.  Minimal housekeeping 
28.  No domestic plants or animals 
 
Social 
 
29.  Prestige based on demonstrated integrity 
30.  Little or no heritable rank
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31.  Size of genetic/marriage/linguistic group or tribe: 500-3000 
32.  Clan and other membership giving progressive identity with age 
33.  Limited exposure to strangers 
34.  Hospitality to outsiders 
35.  Functional roles of aunts and uncles 
36.  Postreproductive advisory functions such as grandparent roles 
37.  Size of fire-circle group: 10 adults (council of the whole) 
38.  Occasional larger congregations 
39.  Emphasis on mneumonics with its generational repository 
40.  Participant politics vs. representational or authoritarian 
41.  Vernacular gender and age functions 
42.  Totemic analogical thought of eco-predicated logos 
43.  Dynamic, emergent, and dispersed leadership 
44.  Decentralized power 
45.  Intertribal tension-reduction rites (song-duels, peacepipe) 
46.  Cosmologically rather than sociohierarchically focused ritual 
 
Other 
 
47.  Periodic mobility, no sedentism 
48.  Conceptual notion of spirit in all life, numinous otherness 
49.  Centrality of narrative, routine recall and story 
50.  Dietary omnivory 
51.  Rare-species demography 
52.  Subordination of art to cosmology 
53.  Participatory rather than audience-focused music 
54.  Sensual science (“science of the concrete”) vs. intangible science 
55.  Celebration of social and cosmological function of meat eating 
56.  Religious regulation of the special effects of plant substances 
57.  Extensive foot travel 
58.  Only organic medicine 
59.  Regular dialogue on dream experience 
60.  The “game” approach—to love, not hate, the opponent 
61.  Attention to listening, to the sound environment as voice 
62.  Running 
63.  Attention to kinship, and the “presence” of ancestors 
64.  Attunement to the daily cycle and seasonality 
65.  No radical intervention on fetal genetic malformations 
66.  Immediate access to the wild, wilderness, solitude 
67.  Nonlinear time and space—no history, progress, or destiny 
68.  Sacramental (not sacrificial) trophism 
69.  Formal recognition of a gifted subsistence 
70.  Participation in hunting and gathering 
71.  Freedom—to come and go, to choose skills, to marry or not, etc. (1998, 171-172) 
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