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Introduction to the 
Democracy 
and Ecology Series 

This book series titled “Democracy and Ecology” is a contribution to 

the debates on the future of the global environment and “free market 

economy” and the prospects of radical green and democratic move¬ 

ments in the world today. While some call the post-Cold War period 

the “end of history,” others sense that we may be living at its begin¬ 

ning. These scholars and activists believe that the seemingly all- 

powerful and reified world of global capital is creating more economic, 

social, political, and ecological problems than the world’s ruling and 

political classes are able to resolve. There is a feeling that we are living 

through a general crisis, a turning point or divide that will create great 

dangers, and also opportunities for a nonexploitative, socially just, 

democratic ecological society. Many think that our species is learning 

how to regulate the relationship that we have with ourselves and the 

rest of nature in ways that defend ecological values and sensibilities, as 

well as right the exploitation and injustice that disfigure the present 

world order. All are asking hard questions about what went wrong 

with the worlds that global capitalism and state socialism made, and 

about the kind of life that might be rebuilt from the wreckage of ecol¬ 

ogically and socially bankrupt ways of working and living. The “De¬ 

mocracy and Ecology” series rehearses these and related questions, 

poses new ones, and tries to respond to them, if only tentatively and 

provisionally, because the stakes are so high, and since “time-honored 

slogans and time-worn formulae” have become part of the problem. 

James O’Connor 

Series Editor 
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Introduction 

Bookchin as/and 
Social Ecology 

ANDREW LIGHT 

In 1993 I unwittingly stepped onto a battlefield. Just three years out of 

college, I was in graduate school studying philosophy in southern Cali¬ 

fornia, working on environmental ethics and political theory, largely in 

isolation. While most of the professional philosophers I interacted with 

thought that this topic (let alone something like political ecology) 

“wasn’t really philosophy,” I persisted, and at last, with the encourage¬ 

ment of friends, published a paper comparing the environmental politi¬ 

cal theories of Murray Bookchin and Herbert Marcuse. The piece came 

out in the relatively new journal of socialist ecology, Capitalism, Na¬ 

ture, Socialism, edited by Jim O’Connor.1 That paper, completely re¬ 

written and included in this volume as Chapter 11, was my second pro¬ 

fessional publication. I had no illusions that it would make a 

substantial contribution to the field. 

To say that I was shocked when O’Connor called me a month later 

to tell me that Bookchin wanted to respond to my piece would be an 

understatement. I’m not sure that I would have been less surprised if 

Marcuse himself had risen from the dead to reply to my paper. This is 

not to say that I regarded Bookchin’s career as comparable to Mar¬ 

cuse’s at the time, but only to try to convey how amazed I was that not 

only had someone read the piece, but that the man whom I had written 

about had deigned to actually reply in print! I had no idea whether to 

feel honored or terrified. When I eventually saw Bookchin’s response, 

my initial reaction was puzzlement. On the one hand, Bookchin had 

granted me respect incommensurate with my relative standing to his by 

replying forcefully to my paper (which, given the central role of antihi- 
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erarchical thinking in his work makes complete sense). On the other 

hand, it seemed to me that Bookchin had (1) almost willfully misread 

some of my essay (which I could explain away, given the relative un¬ 

clarity of the piece), and (2) obliquely decided to augment his substan¬ 

tive claims with unnecessary aspersions. At various points in his reply, 

Bookchin had suggested that I was a deep ecologist, and therefore con¬ 

nected with the racism and xenophobia that he identified with that 

school of thought, and at another point he insinuated through a com¬ 

parison with himself that my understanding of labor issues was learned 

only through the publication of the Frankfurt School and not through 

real experience.2 Now, I knew that Bookchin couldn’t have made these 

assessments with any certainty. I also knew that I wasn’t a deep ecolo¬ 

gist, and that, as the grandson of two West Virginia coal miners, I had 

learned a lot about the working class from sources other than the 

Frankfurt School. So, in short, I simply couldn’t understand, first, why 

Bookchin had bothered to reply to what he thought was clearly such a 

bad paper, and second, why he felt it necessary to lampoon my charac¬ 

ter and background, about which he surely knew nothing. 

Since then things have become much clearer to me. But to under¬ 

stand Bookchin’s response I had to read all the accounts I could find 

about the beginnings of the deep ecology-social ecology debate, which 

was touted as pitting Bookchin’s “confederalist municipalise’ Left- 

Green Network against the fuzzy-headed followers of Norwegian phi¬ 

losopher Arne Naess. I also had to learn more about how Bookchin 

had arrived at his current political position. I was greatly aided in this 

task by looking at the opening volleys of the social ecology-deep ecol¬ 

ogy debate at the 1987 first open national greens gathering in Amherst, 

Massachusetts, and by reading the first draft of a chapter of a biogra¬ 

phy of Bookchin written by philosopher Steven Best. From Best’s work, 

I learned that Bookchin had been a red-diaper baby before the phrase 

was turned. Bookchin’s political evolution evokes a twentieth-century 

history of radical politics in the United States: from communist, to 

Trotskyist, to anarchist. 

Knowing what I do now about Bookchin’s roots in New York City 

political streetfighting in the 1930s and 1940s, and the career that fol¬ 

lowed, I see that in my paper 1 had inadvertently stumbled onto perhaps 

the most heated intellectual-political exchange of the late 1980s. Murray 

Bookchin had been slowly developing over a lifetime of leftist thought 

and activism his own unique political and social theory. But he was not an 

ivory-tower sideline theorist. Having participated actively in politics in 

that context in the 1930s and 1940s, and having moved on to participate 

in the rise of the new social movements in the 1960s and 1970s, Bookchin 

had developed a revolutionary political theory in the terms of one of the 
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new movements: ecology. But while ecological activism was the vehicle 

for this theory, its parameters, like the grand theories of the Old Left, 

went well beyond narrow environmental concerns. 

Then, in the mid-1980s, Bookchin found himself confronted with 

what he took to be the worst possible alternative to his own work. On his 

view, the hearts and minds of greens, especially in North America, were 

beginning to be dominated by, in general, a mysticism, primitivism, spiri¬ 

tualism, and antirationalism, and in particular by the burgeoning deep 

ecology movement inspired by Naess. Bookchin paid particularly close 

attention to the self-styled deep ecology vanguard organization Earth 

First!, especially the writings of Dave Foreman, Edward Abbey, and the 

pseudonymous Miss Ann Thropy. Bookchin consistently bolstered his cri¬ 

tique of deep ecology (lumping it together with all forms of “ecospiritual- 

ism”) by citing various claims by Earth Firstlers that starvation in Ethio¬ 

pia was a natural and acceptable process, that “Northern European” 

American culture was in danger of “Latinization” from Central and 

South American immigrants, and that AIDS was a self-regulating process 

to stem world population growth.'1 

Bookchin described deep ecology in the early days of this confron¬ 

tation charitably as “vague” and “formless,” but later he threw down 

the gauntlet by labeling it the “same kind of ecobrutalism [that] led 

Hitler to fashion theories of blood and soil that led to the transport of 

millions of people to murder camps like Auschwitz.”4 As there is no 

doubt that Bookchin fervently believes such claims, and given the fact 

that he took part in the communist antifascist political struggles of the 

1930s and 1940s, it makes sense that he would be compelled to vigor¬ 

ously attack any seeming proponent of deep ecology, especially those 

who appeared to be targeting him. If we agree with Bookchin’s inter¬ 

pretation of the implications of deep ecology, such defenses of his own 

views and criticisms of others were not only justified, but were the only 

morally responsible course of action. Had I been fully aware of this 

background, I would have understood both the tone and the force of 

Bookchin’s response to my paper. For in my piece I made the mistake of 

suggesting (in this climate!) that Marcuse could serve as a possible 

point of rapprochement between the approach to ecological issues rep¬ 

resented by deep ecology and the approach represented by social ecol¬ 

ogy. To Bookchin, I was suggesting nothing less than the political and 

moral equivalent of collaboration with the Nazis. In his reply to my 

piece, Bookchin was up front about the reasons behind his prevalent 

argumentative style: “if I have argued, cajoled, and denounced in my 

writing, it is because I was long engaged with harsh opponents in an 

era when clashes of ideas had concrete and earthy meaning in move¬ 

ments that I and other people regard as potentially revolutionary.”5 
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But, of course, this short history of a small part of the social ecol¬ 

ogy-deep ecology debate begs the question of whether we should ac¬ 

cept Bookchin’s interpretation of the implications of deep ecology. I 

have no interest in exploring that issue here. Along with the other 

authors represented in this collection, I think there is more to Bookchin 

than Ins disagreements with deep ecology, and much more to political 

ecology than the social ecology-deep ecology debate. Bookchin’s charge 

of ecofascism against deep ecology has been defused by many theorists 

and activists, most notably by Michael E. Zimmerman, who perhaps 

more than anyone else has taken the charge of ecofascism against deep 

ecology seriously enough to warrant careful scholarly attention.6 More 

interesting to me, while introducing this collection of constructively 

critical essays on Bookchin’s work, is trying to ascertain if Bookchin’s 

worldview—which sees the rhetoric of some greens as the same kind of 

brutalism (eco-, or not) that led to the Holocaust—is productive for the 

future of political ecology in general, or even the further evolution of 

social ecology in particular. 

Bookchin’s personal political history, as he is the first to admit, is 

the source of his unique approach to debates in political ecology. No 

one can fault him for that. Surely Bookchin has always gotten part of it 

right in his critical interjections. Many people, including myself, have 

not understood important parts of his argument, and have made mis¬ 

takes in our commentary about his work. And surely, some deep ecolo¬ 

gists have said some ridiculously awful things. But the question is 

whether the approach to political ecology that Bookchin champions, in¬ 

cluding a tendency to make judgments about interlocutors based on a 

few extreme examples, is what we need today. I am not entirely skepti¬ 

cal about the possibility of a rise of neofascism in America or anywhere 

else, but I do think that the people to worry about are not deep ecolo¬ 

gists. The reason to try to reach beyond the extremes of any green posi¬ 

tion is that on the environmental frontlines, we need to be able to draw 

on as many people as possible in bolstering a set of claims that is not 

well received in the rest of society. Those of us, like myself, and like 

Bookchin, who come to political ecology through questions about hu¬ 

man social inequality, and who espouse a tempered form of anthropo¬ 

centrism, need to work toward the possibility of forming workable 

green alliances, rather than adopting a stance that too easily dismisses 

potential allies. I do not think that the history of the Old or New Left 

so far gives us reason to think that the old intransigent approach to 

each other’s views, evidenced in the collapse of both of those periods of 

left activism, is what we want to see happen today. We need to be more 

compatible, within limitations. Political ecology must be democratic. 

Other political ecologists, such as Arne Naess, agree that too hard divi- 
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sions, while good for developing sharper theories, have a dulling effect 

on developing ecological movements.7 Has Bookchin had such a dulling 

effect? Has his Old Left style infected the development of political ecol¬ 

ogy as a body of theoretical works and as a movement? In some ways 

he and it has. But ironically, this effect is no clearer than as found in 

Bookchin’s relationship with his own circle of supporters and fellow 

travelers. Some day, the complete history of political ecology will more 

accurately iterate the slow dissolution of social ecology down to the 

views of one person and one person only, Murray Bookchin. Social 

ecology is not a movement, and as a theory it has come to be repre¬ 

sented almost exclusively by Bookchin’s work. When social ecologists 

go too far afield from this theory, they are pushed out of the camp, or 

else leave voluntarily out of frustration. This tendency within social 

ecology should not be transferred to the wider green movement. If that 

were to happen, then the movement would become an archipelago of 

isolated cells not cooperating with each other out of spite. But this is 

not to say that social ecology should be abandoned because of its own 

social history. All of the authors in this volume are united in the convic¬ 

tion that social ecology is one of the most important bodies of theory 

available to political ecologists. To isolate it from other conversations 

would be, and is today, a real tragedy. But if social ecology is to be re¬ 

served only to the work of Bookchin the individual, then this may well 

be the fate of this contribution to environmental thought. After briefly 

describing Bookchin’s body of work, I will return to this issue. 

Bookchin's Social Ecology 

Well before the development of a wide public environmental conscious¬ 

ness, Bookchin wrote about the social, psychological, and health conse¬ 

quences of urbanization; the use of industrial chemicals in food produc¬ 

tion; and a variety of other antiecological consequences of modern 

industrial society.8 The key texts here are his Our Synthetic Environ¬ 

ment (1962)9 and Crisis in Our Cities (1965),10 both published under 

the pseudonym Lewis Herber.11 These books represent an initial devel¬ 

opment of Bookchin’s ecological and anarchist perspectives during his 

deep involvement in the struggles for civil rights and a wide variety of 

other social movements during the 1950s and early 1960s. Since the 

mid-1960s Bookchin has written widely on ecological and social issues 

and the ways each relate to the other. His writings and debates with so¬ 

cial activists during the 1960s and 1970s are published in Post-Scarcity 

Anarchism12 and Toward an Ecological Society.13 A more recent collec¬ 

tion of articles entitled The Modern Crisis was published in 1986.14 
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In 1982 Bookchin published perhaps his best-known book, The 

Ecology of Freedom,15 which had taken more than a decade to write 

and research. This book was widely read by both theorists and practi¬ 

tioners in the ecological movement. It is here that Bookchin most ex¬ 

tensively develops his view that the social domination of human by hu¬ 

man leads first to the misleading idea of the domination of nature, and 

then to the destruction of nature. This novel perspective, linking mod¬ 

ern social relations of domination with the destruction of global ecol¬ 

ogy, made Bookchin one of the most widely read ecological thinkers in 

the last thirty years. These positions from The Ecology of Freedom and 

his other publications have been further developed in The Rise of Ur¬ 

banization and the Decline of Citizenship,16 summarized in Remaking 

Society,17 and extended theoretically in The Philosophy of Social Ecol¬ 

ogy. 18 

While I cannot hope to adequately summarize Bookchin’s views 

here, in general his social ecology posits a spontaneous and teleological 

evolution of matter toward increasing complexity and consciousness. 

The universe bears witness to an ever-striving, developing—not merely 

“moving”—substance, whose most dynamic and creative attribute is its 

ceaseless capacity for self-organization into increasingly complex forms. 

Natural fecundity originates primarily from growth, not from spatial 
“changes” in location.19 

This fecund self-organized growth of planetary life, the atmosphere, 

and the land and sea is thought to be based on symbiosis,20 or what 

might be called evolutionary cooperation. 

Bookchin sees nature’s evolution generating “its own natural phi¬ 

losophy and ethics.”-1 Healthy ecological and social differentiation is 

possible only under conditions of natural and social “spontaneous de¬ 

velopment” which “unfold and actualize Inature’s] wealth of possibili¬ 

ties. The relationship between society and nature is, for social ecolo¬ 

gists, not one that looks “upon [nature] as a necessitarian, withholding, 

or stingy redoubt of blind ‘cruelty’ and harsh determinism, but rather 

as the wellspring for social and natural differentiation.”23 

On Bookchin’s views, the link between the evolution of external 

nature and social nature is profound. He argues that the “very natural 

processes that operate in animal and plant evolution along the symbi¬ 

otic lines of participation and differentiation reappear as social pro¬ 

cesses in human evolution, albeit with their own distinctive traits, 

qualities and gradations or phases of development.”24 As humans and 

human societies emerge, Bookchin believes that “it is the logic of differ¬ 

entiation that makes it possible to relate the mediations of nature and 
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society into a continuum.”2^ For Bookchin, what “makes unity and di¬ 

versity in nature more than a suggestive ecological metaphor for unity 

in diversity in society, is the underlying fact of wholeness.”26 

Human societies, though a continuation of natural evolution, are 

nonetheless quite different than the animal communities from which 

they evolved. For Bookchin, animal “communities are not societies . . . 

they do not form those uniquely human contrivances we call institu¬ 

tions . . . Ithey have] genetic rigidity . . . not contrived rigidity.”27 For 

Bookchin, the initial evolution of human institutions generated “or¬ 

ganic” preliterate societies in which internal social relations and rela¬ 

tions with the external world were organized around mutualistic prac¬ 

tices that supported social and ecological differentiation. Historically, 

the conditions within which these societies existed are seen to have 

been disturbed by nascent, increasingly institutionalized social relations 

of domination and hierarchy. 

Relations of hierarchy and domination, for Bookchin, are inher¬ 

ently social and 

must be viewed as institutionalized relationships, relationships that living 

things literally institute or create but which are neither ruthlessly fixed by 

instinct on the one hand nor idiosyncratic on the other. By this, I mean 

that they must comprise a clearly social structure of coercive and privi¬ 

leged ranks that exist apart from the idiosyncratic individuals who seem 

to be dominant within a given community, a hierarchy that is guided by a 

social logic that goes beyond individual interactions or inborn patterns of 

behavior.28 

Hierarchy and domination, as institutions, can only be found in human 

societies, and, for Bookchin, cannot be said to exist in animal commu¬ 

nities. Domination, as a coercive social relation, is seen to work against 

spontaneity and, unlike other social relations in organic societies, coun¬ 

ters the processes of evolution. Given Bookchin’s distinction between 

animal and plant communities and human societies, domination be¬ 

comes the primary destructive relationship within society in that it de¬ 

stroys social “participation and differentiation.”29 

The ecologically destructive character of hierarchy and domination 

emerges from ideologies of the domination of nature that themselves 

spring from the real domination of human by human. On Bookchin’s 

view, the history of social and natural evolution has become the history 

of two competing logics: the logic of spontaneous mutualistic ecological 

differentiation and the logic of domination, which works against every¬ 

thing represented by the other. Bookchin’s historical work explores how 

these two logics work themselves out as spontaneous organic societies 
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are transformed into cities, city-states, nations, nation-states, and capi¬ 

talist political economies increasingly organized through domination 

and hierarchy. History, on Bookchin’s view, largely becomes the story 

of the battle between communities committed to “freedom” and elites 

committed to domination. 

Out of this view of history, and this analysis of the relationship be¬ 

tween humans and nature, Bookchin builds a thoroughgoing positive 

theory of the reconstruction of society. Foremost among the steps nec¬ 

essary for the reconstitution of a more organic society is a rebuilding of 

local human association and the reconstruction of human beings within 

a libertarian political ecocommunity. Reempowering communities and 

people demands the abolition of the state, and the nation-state in par¬ 

ticular. Politically, social ecology emphasizes decentralization and the 

return to the local level of the “resources and . . . potential for develop¬ 

ment” within society.30 Importantly, Bookchin does believe that these 

communities should be linked in confederations. 

For Bookchin, there “can be no politics without community.”31 

The preferred social relationship for decision making is democratic 

politics, not logistical administration. Bookchin envisions human-scale 

communities encompassing a political and productive division of labor 

that is participatory and skilled. The community makes decisions about 

how it will administer its own decisions. He advocates for this process 

a strong form of direct democracy. 

Programatically, Bookchin arrives at four basic principals for the 

regeneration of society and ecology. These coordinating principles fo¬ 

cus on (1) “the revival of the citizens assembly,”32 (2) the confedera¬ 

tion of assemblies,-33 (3) the construction of communal and confed¬ 

eral politics as a “school for genuine citizenship,”34 and (4) the 

economic empowerment of communities via the “municipalization of 

property,” and the formulation of communal productivity policy by 

public democracy.35 For Bookchin, it is only through social institu¬ 

tions such as these that we can overcome the social and ecological 

consequences of the centralized state, modern market economies, and 

the technologies they spawn. Overcoming these institutions are the 

necessary conditions for reestablishing social and ecological differen¬ 
tiation. 

Bookchin's Social Economy 

Bookchin is regarded by many activists as important not only for his 

emphasis on the interaction between deep-seated social relations and 

their effects on the external, “natural,” world, but also for his utopian 
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visions for the future. His concerns encompass far more than those of 

either liberal environmentalists or traditional leftists. His libertarian vi¬ 

sion of confederalized, independent, human-scale, and self-reliant com¬ 

munities has proven to be attractive to many. More importantly, 

Bookchin’s critique of domination, which includes theories of technol¬ 

ogy, politics, and social conflict, strikes a deep chord among progres¬ 

sive ecologists in many countries, including the German Greens and the 

Left-Green Network in the United States. 

But it seems that over the years Bookchin’s views have grown more 

and more isolated. While deep ecologists seem to proliferate into new 

schools of thought with each passing year, the number of Bookchin’s 

political and theoretical associates shrinks.36 In the process of the isola¬ 

tion of Bookchin, social ecology itself is less and less discussed as a vi¬ 

able form of critical ecological thought. Perhaps it is the very tight con¬ 

nection between Bookchin the person and social ecology as a body of 

thought that has cemented this process. Of course, it is clearly the case 

that Bookchin’s work is undeniably at the center of social ecology, and 

justifiably so. No doubt, it is the sweeping and ambitious scope of his 

project—including a reading of prehistory to the present—that in part 

warrants this connection between Bookchin and social ecology. While 

other schools of thought—such as the collaborative projects of the 

Frankfurt School—seemingly required multiple personalities in order to 

meet the aspirations of the theoretical enterprise, Bookchin has risen to 

the task of filling in a complete body of theory largely by himself. But 

though one could claim that social ecology began with Bookchin, the 

question is whether it will end with him as well. How will social ecol¬ 

ogy continue, and in what form? 
John Clark, a long-time associate of Bookchin, devotee of social 

ecology, and editor of a festschrift for Bookchin, has attempted to ex¬ 

tend social ecology by reinterpreting, or perhaps rediscovering, its past. 

Clark begins a recent outline of this history in an article cleverly titled 

“A Social Ecology” (emphasis added) with a general description of so¬ 

cial ecology rather than an immediate identification of the view with 

Bookchin. “As a philosophical approach, a social ecology investigates 

the ontological, epistemological, ethical and political dimensions of the 

relationship between the social and the ecological, and seeks the practi¬ 

cal wisdom that results from such reflections.”j7 Clark goes on to dis¬ 

cuss the history of social ecology as beginning in the nineteenth century 

with Peter Kropotkin and more importantly for Clark, Elisee Reclus, 

and continuing into the twentieth century with Patrick Geddes, Lewis 

Mumford, and Bookchin. 
But if one disagrees with Clark’s expansion of social ecology—for 

example, for possibly illegitimately appropriating other thinkers to its 
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camp—the problem remains of the theoretical isolation that Bookchin 

has tended to bring upon social ecology. On this issue, Clark lays the 

blame for the diminished appeal of social ecology solely at Bookchin’s 
feet: 

Although Bookchin develops and expands the tradition of social ecology 

in important ways, he has at the same time also narrowed it through dog¬ 

matic and non-dialectical attempts at philosophical systems-building, 

through an increasingly sectarian politics, and through intemperate and 

divisive attacks on “competing” ecophilosophies and on diverse expres¬ 

sions of his own tradition. To the extent that social ecology has been iden¬ 

tified with Bookchinist sectarianism, its potential as an ecophilosophy has 

not been widely appreciated.38 

But is this a fair claim to make? Clark is going beyond a fairly standard 

criticism of Bookchin—that his attacks on competing theories lack 

charity—to the more worrisome suggestion that his criticisms of other 

social ecologists will contribute to a restriction of the theory. 

In a dramatic example of this possible problem, a recent issue of 

the social ecology-friendly journal Democracy and Nature featured 

both an extensive (43-page) criticism by Bookchin of John Clark’s revi¬ 

sionist social ecology and a resignation letter by Bookchin from the ad¬ 

visory board of the same journal^9 Tellingly, in Bookchin’s resignation 

letter, he criticizes Takis Fotopoulos, founding editor of Democracy and 

Nature, for, among other things, the latter’s interpretation of the extent 

and limits of confederal or libertarian municipalism. Concluding this 

section of his critique, Bookchin suggests: “I did not propound this the¬ 

ory of politics to see it mutate into Bernsteinian evolutionary social de¬ 

mocracy.”40 But one must wonder at the implications of such a state¬ 

ment. It is one thing to disagree with the content of the interpretation 

of one s views, but quite another to disagree with the act of interpreta¬ 

tion of one s views, or the act of disagreement, as Bookchin seems to be 

doing here. In a concrete sense, Bookchin seems to own the ideas of so¬ 

cial ecology in such a way that this school of thought sometimes ap¬ 

pears to be solely coextensive with his own thought and no one else’s. 

If Bookchin disagrees with the assertion of a challenge to social ecol¬ 

ogy, then it can apparently be deemed off-base by authority. Clearly, it 

is this narrowing identification of social ecology that Clark is trying’to 

mitigate in his reconstruction of a larger history of social ecology. 

It would be wrong to weigh in on one “side” or another on the is¬ 

sue of whether Bookchin should or should not have resigned from the 

editorial board of Democracy and Nature. Certainly, according to the 

rest of his resignation letter, Bookchin had other issues concerning 
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scholarly courtesy that helped to prompt his action. But even without 

getting into these concerns, one can see a warning in this episode about 

the possible stagnation of social ecology if it becomes ideologically iso¬ 

lated as the work of one man alone, or if it fails to develop through a 

critical and constructive dialogue with other views. The editorial board 

of Democracy and Nature certainly express something like this prob¬ 

lem in their reply to Bookchin’s resignation. 

While they maintain that the journal’s scope goes well beyond social 

ecology the editors nonetheless admit that the journal has “been justifia¬ 

bly criticized as biased toward social ecology.”41 As such, they are still 

dismayed that Bookchin has “frequently criticized the journal in the past 

for the fact that it hosted other theoretical trends.”42 Continuing in this 

vein, the editors also assert that Bookchin has “frequently” criticized “the 

very presence on the International Advisory Board [of the journal] of peo¬ 

ple expressing alternative theoretical views.”43 But so far, the problem 

does not seem to be so much that Bookchin has objected to the discussion 

of his own work, or to critical engagement with it, but that he has had 

problems with the discussion of other kinds of theories in a journal that 

the editors admit has evolved into a journal largely associated with social 

ecology, or rather, with Bookchin’s own views. 

More to the point of the concern raised previously, the editors 

speak directly to the theoretical differences raised in Bookchin’s resig¬ 

nation letter to those expressed by Fotopoulos. The thrust of their ar¬ 

gument is that appreciation of disagreement about social ecology itself 

should follow from the established premises of social ecology. 

As for our philosophical differences with Murray are concerned, we think 

that no one can—and no one should expect to “end” philosophical ques¬ 

tioning, including Bookchin. . . . We regard that, for one to avoid dia¬ 

logue and resign using as his/her argument the idea that in this journal the 

views of social ecology are not promoted enough or, worse, that some of 

the published articles are indirectly critical of social ecology’s aspects, is 

as much patronizing to our readers as it is incomprehensible, particularly 

so when it comes from an intellectual whose thought crucially centres 

around the needs for the creation of a society without enlightened leaders, 

gurus, gods, or bosses.44 

Fotopoulos, in an addendum to the editors’ reply to Bookchin, drives 

this point home by suggesting that the presentation of social ecology as 

a “closed system” is itself a reason to reject social ecology. This is not 

to say that Fotopoulos is rejecting social ecology per se, but rather an 

interpretation of it by Bookchin as the exclusive ground for “a new 

radical Left.”45 
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Now, certainly, it would be a mistake to claim that a plurality of 

interpretations of social ecology, or challenges and amendments to it, is 

valuable in exactly the same way as, say, a diversity of species is valu¬ 

able. We would not want to endorse a view that any interpretation of 

someone’s work is valuable just because it offers another interpretation 

of the work. Certainly, there is room to claim, for example, that today 

there are too many deep ecologies, too many spinoffs from the original 

philosophical turn championed by Naess, so that it is unclear what the 

term “deep ecology” refers to, or whether there is anything like a 

“school” of thought under which all deep ecologists can be grouped. 

Such a proliferation of interpretations and elaborations of Naess’s work 

may in fact have contributed to just the excesses upon which Bookchin 

hung his stern critique implicating all deep ecologists. 

But if we confine ourselves for the moment solely to the question 

of the continuation of a dialogue about the core ideas of deep ecology, 

a clear case emerges for a proliferation of views. And if not for a prolif¬ 

eration of interpretations of a body of work in general, then at least for 

some body of supportive interpretation rather than none. Clearly, no 

individual can carry on the expression of a body of work indefinitely. 

As has been demonstrated time and time again in the history of phi¬ 

losophy and political theory, it is that work around which a dialogue 

forms that continues to live as a viable set of ideas. If the purpose of a 

political theory is not only to contribute a theoretical set of claims to 

an intellectual discussion, but also to offer a body of work useful for 

the reformation of society, then it must not become stagnant. 

One thing is sure: it is only through constructive and critical ex¬ 

change on Bookchin’s work that a dialogue on social ecology can move 

forward into the next century. And certainly the operative word here is 

“critical.” The editors of Democracy and Nature agree: “If dialogue 

does not involve a critical assessment of alternative theoretical views, 

then it is obviously meaningless.”46 It is into this breach, between the 

social ecology that could continue through dialogue and the social ecol¬ 

ogy that could stagnate, that the papers in this collection step. Some are 

more critical, some are more constructive; all, however, are united in a 

determination to continue, or perhaps begin to form, a new dialogue 
about social ecology. 

Contents of the Volume 

The essays in Part I of this volume examine the ethical and moral implica¬ 

tions of Bookchin s work ranging from a general discussion of the relation 

between Bookchin’s style and his philosophy to specific considerations of 
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the content of his ethical theory. In “Negating Bookchin,” a comprehen¬ 

sive critique of Bookchin’s thought and rhetorical style, Joel Kovel distin¬ 

guishes between two narratives that comingle throughout Bookchin’s 

work, narratives referred to in the chapter as B1 and B2.47 This heuristic 

device allows Kovel to find the source of the “bombast, vagueness, confu¬ 

sion, violent polemicism, and distortion” that he believes mar Bookchin’s 

work. B1 is the positive doctrine of social ecology, the story of hierarchy 

and its overcoming. It includes the historical narrative of hierarchy/domi¬ 

nation and the ways in which it has thwarted Enlightenment rationality, 

universality, and the peaceful coexistence of humanity and nature. B1 also 

includes the utopian aspirations for localized municipalism and the disso¬ 

lution of all hierarchical political or social relations. B2 is a more frag¬ 

mented narrative, rising to the surface frequently in overheated rhetoric. 

In B2, the messianic character of Bookchin’s project plays itself out, lead¬ 

ing to the one-sided hegemony of one form of social resistance: social 

ecology. Thus, the “running battles” Bookchin wages with his perceived 

adversaries, principally found elsewhere in the ecological Left, are, ac¬ 

cording to Kovel, more than hyperbolic diversions: they are indicators of 

a fundamental contradiction between the professed openness to natural 

differentiation and fecundity, on the one hand, and a devotion to the 

one true path, social ecology, on the other. Kovel explores the conse¬ 

quences of this contradiction through an analysis of several of Bookchin’s 

themes, among them the rejection of Marxism, the notion of hierarchy 

“as such,” the priority of freedom over justice, and the denial of dialecti¬ 

cal negativity implicit in the denunciation of myth. The essay ends with a 

picture of a “negative ecology” that allows for imaginative dialectical 

progression. 
Chapter 2 is a pair of essays. In the first (the only reprint in the 

collection), “Divining Evolution: The Ecological Ethics of Murray 

Bookchin,” Robyn Eckersley critiques Bookchin’s ethics from the point 

of view of a biocentric, nonanthropocentric ethic. Bookchin claims that 

his ethics are objectively grounded in the teleological unfolding of na¬ 

ture, a dialectic that human beings can understand and, importantly, 

should encourage. To adopt this ecological ethic, Bookchin holds, will 

produce the widest realm of freedom. However, Eckersley believes that 

Bookchin cannot deliver on this promise. She centers her arguments on 

Bookchin’s separation of “first nature” and “second nature.” Second 

nature, or humanity, has the unique capacity to affect its environment 

rationally, and thus bears an ethical responsibility to accelerate evolu¬ 

tionary process by fostering diversity and mutualism. However, says 

Eckersley, this lays Bookchin open to the same charge he makes against 

previous “naturalists” such as Aristotle and Herbert Spencer, namely, 

that they project human ends and ideas onto nature in order to justify a 
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political stance. Bookchin’s arguments with regard to the “objective” 

presence of his favored principles in nature are sketchy and, Eckersley 

asserts, inadequate. Also troubling is Bookchin’s lack of detail on the 

subject of how much and in what way humans are to involve them¬ 

selves in encouraging evolution. He dismisses the “quietism” of biocen¬ 

tric views—unfairly, according to Eckersley—but fails to note the dan¬ 

ger of unintended consequences, a danger that has been illustrated in 

several human attempts to manage ecosystems. Finally, Eckersley be¬ 

lieves that the ethic of social ecology is predicated on the presumptu¬ 

ous, arrogant belief that human beings are enlightened enough to divine 

the course of evolution, a belief that is demonstrably unfounded. Eck¬ 

ersley concludes her essay by asserting that, ironically, a biocentric ethic 

is more able to fulfill Bookchin’s promise than his own. 

In the second essay of Chapter 2, “Respecting Evolution: A Rejoin¬ 

der to Bookchin,” Eckersley offers a new, belated response to 

Bookchin’s criticisms of “Divining Evolution.” Bookchin had claimed 

that Eckersley misrepresents his position, had reiterated his critique of 

deep ecology, and then had employed his version of dialectics to criti¬ 

cize what he calls Eckersley’s “Humean skepticism.” It is this third set 

of arguments that are addressed in the essay. Eckersley argues that her 

ecocentric position is not an atomistic empiricism like Hume’s, but that 

it does indeed imply a sense of humility and skepticism with regard to 

humans’ ability to project the future course of nature. In her argument, 

she once again defends the fact/value distinction, claiming not that the 

two are unrelated, but simply that the former does not of itself deter¬ 

mine the latter. She also defends ecocentrism against Bookchin’s re¬ 

peated charges that it implies a “hands-off” management style—“skep¬ 

tical quietude”—acknowledging that any human activity obviously has 

ecological repercussions. However, she maintains her claim that 

Bookchin s notion of active and ethically required intervention is dan¬ 

gerous and presumptuous, arguing again that ecocentrism’s humility 
and nonanthropocentrism are preferable guidelines. 

Next, in “Ethics and Directionality in Nature,” Glenn A. Albrecht 

focuses more closely and more sympathetically on Bookchin’s views on 

evolution. He begins with an explication of Bookchin’s thesis of direc¬ 

tionality, exploring its divergence from orthodox Darwinian theory and 

some of its ethical implications. The second section of the essay pres¬ 

ents two of the principle criticisms of the thesis. The first is the 

fact/value distinction, or the “is/ought” problem, which was employed 

by Robyn Eckersley to critique Bookchin’s ethical naturalism. Albrecht 

considers whether Bookchin might be said to avoid this problem en¬ 

tirely due to his holistic view of nature, an argument supported by the 

work of John Rodman, and suggests that Bookchin’s ethics are advan- 
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tageous in that they provide an objective basis for normative judgments 

that enables us to avoid relativism and nihilism. The second criticism of 

Bookchin’s view comes from mainstream evolutionary theory, which 

questions the notion that evolution proceeds in any one direction, the 

definition Bookchin gives of “variety and complexity,” and the link 

drawn between physical evolution and cultural development. In the 

third section, Albrecht defends the idea of directionality in nature, turn¬ 

ing for support to two fledgling scientific inquiries, complexity theory 

and nonequilibrium dynamics. The remainder of the essay is an explo¬ 

ration of these inquiries and the way in which they offer support for 

Bookchm’s notion of self-generated movement toward complexity and 

diversity, as well as some directions they might suggest for the future 

development of social ecology. 

In “Social Ecology and Reproductive Freedom: A Feminist Per¬ 

spective,” Regina Cochrane moves to a more specific critique of the 

ethics of social ecology by analyzing its relationship to the issue of 

abortion and, more generally, women’s reproductive freedom. In doing 

so, she hopes to contribute to the development of a dialectical femi¬ 

nism. As the ostensible focus of her piece, Cochrane attempts to recon¬ 

struct social ecology’s position on abortion. Bookchin says nothing spe¬ 

cific on the subject, but several of his central ideas, combined with the 

few explicit statements on the subject by fellow social ecologist Janet 

Biehl, allow Cochrane to characterize a distinctive stance. In the third 

section of her chapter Cochrane explores the notion of reproductive 

freedom and its centrality in the feminist project. Here Cochrane draws 

on diverse sources to establish that reproductive freedom presupposes 

not only freedom of choice in regard to abortion, but sexual and social 

freedom generally. This includes, importantly, freedom from the une¬ 

qual onus borne by women in the private domestic sphere, a goal 

which, for feminists, makes the private sphere a political one as well. 

Next, Cochrane provides a feminist critique of the position of social 

ecology on abortion and the wider notion of reproductive freedom it 

draws on. Cochrane notes some specific issues of concern, then turns to 

a broader discussion of what she perceives as Bookchm’s historical de¬ 

piction of women as passive onlookers to the male public sphere and a 

critique of Biehl’s subsequent separation of the public and private 

spheres, specifically its consequences for women’s social autonomy. The 

last section of the paper gestures toward a more appropriate dialectical 

feminism, drawing on Adorno’s critique of dialectics founded on an 

“identity theory.” 
In Part II of this volume, we move to a specific focus on the politi¬ 

cal issues involved in Bookchin’s theories of communalism and technol¬ 

ogy. In “Municipal Dreams: A Social Ecological Critique of Bookchin’s 
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Politics,” John Clark attempts to distinguish social ecology as an 

“evolving, dialectical, holistic philosophy” from Bookchin’s increas¬ 

ingly narrow version of it. Specifically, Clark offers a thorough critique 

of libertarian municipalism. The essay is divided into twelve sections, 

each of which focuses on a particular aspect of Bookchin’s municipal¬ 

ism, ranging from self-identity to economics to civic virtue. Though his 

criticisms are diverse, Clark returns repeatedly to several central 

themes. Bookchm’s notion of “education,” Clark claims, is a narrow 

and conservative notion of dialectics. Bookchin fails to recognize that 

every concept draws from and is dependent on its negation, which 

leads him to rigid positions. Tike Kovel, Clark takes Bookchin to task 

for his tendency to criticize any social reform movement (e.g., the 

Hawkins wing of the Left Greens) that does not adhere to his program. 

Clark encourages a genuinely dialectical, open, experimental approach 

to social restructuring. Also, Clark points out that Bookchin’s utopian 

municipalism lacks a sense of historical and cultural context. Bookchin 

criticizes any type of reform that proposes less than the complete aboli¬ 

tion of capitalism and the nation-state, but he does not provide a strat¬ 

egy for getting from the present, which is decidedly immersed in both, 

to his utopian vision of the future. According to Clark his is a form of 

“abstract idealism, and tends to divert the energies of its adherents into 

an ideological sectarianism and away from an active and intelligent en¬ 

gagement with the complex, irreducible dimensions of history, culture 

and psyche.” Thus, for Clark, Bookchin fails to provide a reliable path¬ 

way from here to there, from today’s statist capitalism to his utopian 
libertarian municipalism. 

Adolf G. Gundersen focuses on Bookchm’s ideal community in 

“Bookchin’s Ecocommunity as Ecotopia: A Constructive Critique,” 

analyzing the utopian vision of social ecology with an eye toward 

strengthening it against several common criticisms. After briefly exam¬ 

ining the basic elements of Bookchin’s notion of decentralization and 

the role it plays in his thought, Gundersen lays out three theses upon 

which he believes Bookchin’s argument rests. The first thesis is that 

small communities lessen human impact on the environment and make 

that impact easier to monitor; the second is that small communities are 

ecologically educative in that they intensify interaction with nature and 

participation in common life; and the third is that utopianism is neces¬ 

sary for any ecological vision due to the precipitous nature of the cur¬ 

rent ecological crisis. Gundersen then critiques each thesis in turn, using 

both internal critiques, which point out internal inconsistencies, and 

external critiques, which bring in outside arguments against decen¬ 

tralization. These critiques compose the substantial portion of the first 

part of the essay, though they ultimately fail to add up to a refutation. 

In the remainder of the essay, Gundersen analyzes ways in which to- 
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day’s social ecologists can strengthen these theses. Specifically, he fo¬ 

cuses on Bookchin’s ontology of “emergence,” claiming that more care¬ 

ful attention to this idea can salvage each of the three theses. Again, 

Gundersen considers the theses in turn, applying the concept of emer¬ 

gence to each in an attempt to make them more internally consistent 

and resistant to external critique. In the essay’s conclusion, Gundersen 

presents a caveat: he remains unconvinced that the improved version of 

social ecology will be compelling, though there is undoubtedly much in 

it from which we can and should learn. 

David Watson analyzes Bookchin’s thoughts on modern industrial 

technology in “Social Ecology and the Problem of Technology.” Ac¬ 

cording to Watson, Bookchin is “trapped within the transition from a 

red to a green radicalism,” torn between a Marxian instrumentalist 

view of technology and a more thorough rejection of the entire modern 

technological network. Despite this tension, says Watson, Bookchin ul¬ 

timately favors the red, or Marxian, approach, which holds that our 

problems with technology arise from the fact that the means of produc¬ 

tion are owned by bourgeois capitalists, not from any cultural or psy¬ 

chological effects inherent in the technics themselves. According to 

Watson, Bookchin seems to think that size and scale are irrelevant, that 

any technology may be beneficial in the right hands. In fact, Bookchin 

has what Watson believes are “fevered dreams of dialectical gadget fet¬ 

ishism,” an unbounded faith in the liberatory power of postscarcity 

“ecotechnologies.” Watson asserts that, in adhering to the idea that 

technology is the answer to the destruction wrought by the modern in¬ 

dustrial machine, Bookchin is both naive with regard to the complexly 

interwoven networks of technology’s effects and insensitive to his own 

belief in the healing power of close contact with nature. He is also, as 

several other writers in this volume maintain, arrogant with regard to 

humanity’s ability to understand and positively effect the course of evo¬ 

lution. Watson draws heavily on the work of Ellul and Mumford to 

criticize Bookchin for failing to recognize that “mass technics have dra¬ 

matically furthered a kind of psychic numbing and the fragmentation of 

knowledge, undermining and complicating (though not entirely sup¬ 

pressing) human agency and responsibility. This type of technological 

determinism is, Watson concludes, a more profitable foundation for so¬ 

cial ecology than Bookchin’s instrumental optimism. 
Eric Stowe Higgs also takes up Bookchin’s relationship to technol¬ 

ogy in “ ‘ “Small” Is Neither Beautiful nor Ugly; It Is Merely Small’: 

Technology and the Future of Social Ecology.” Higgs begins by analyz¬ 

ing the pluralism of Bookchin’s accounts of technology, proposing three 

possible readings: pluralism as confusion, as evolution (from the earlier 

to the later work), and as pragmatism (of the Light/Katz variety). Con¬ 

cluding, like Watson, that confusion is the most likely source of 
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Bookchin’s pluralism, Higgs then turns to the question of what more 

coherent theory of technology might best serve social ecology. After of¬ 

fering a general survey of the field and a critique of Bookchin’s seeming 

instrumentalism, Higgs gives the work of Albert Borgmann a closer 

look. He elucidates Borgmann’s central ideas and discusses briefly how 

the apparent political differences between Borgmann and social ecology 

might be mediated, concluding that Borgmann’s communitarian theory 

of technology is the most promising in the field for future use by social 
ecology. 

Part III turns to the more historical and comparative contexts of 

Bookchin’s work, ranging from a specific inquiry into Bookchin’s read¬ 

ing of history itself, and comparisons between Bookchin’s thought and 

other theorists. Alan P. Rudy’s “Ecology and Anthropology in the Work 

of Murray Bookchin: Problems of Theory and Evidence” focuses on 

Bookchm’s account of preliterate, organic societies and the broader 

ecological theory upon which it is based. Rudy begins with a detailed 

presentation of Bookchm’s anthropological account of the origin and 

institutionalization of domination and hierarchy. Rudy then turns to 

Bookchin’s broader ecological theory of biosocial evolution, again ar¬ 

guing that Bookchin has simply placed himself in dualistic opposition 

to traditional theory, stressing mutualism and diversity while giving 

only lip service to competition and predation. Rudy points out several 

flaws, both theoretical and scientific, in this account. Throughout his 

critique, Rudy returns to several themes. One is that Bookchin’s ac¬ 

count is one of dualistic opposition rather than dialectical synthesis. 

Another is that the account is drastically overstated given the almost 

complete lack of empirical evidence to support it. Yet another is that 

the account is obviously driven by ideological ends, warping the evi¬ 

dence to reach particular sociological and ethical conclusions. In con¬ 

cluding, Rudy acknowledges the nobility of Bookchin’s goals, but says 

that valid anthropological and evolutionary accounts must transcend 

the dualisms—“deterministic versus spontaneous and structuralist ver¬ 

sus participatory”—that have ideologically obscured the real complex¬ 

ity of biosocial evolution. “The project, today,” he says, “must be to 

analytically and practically understand the particular forms and general 

structures associated with contemporary [environmental] enablements 

and constraints so as to produce ecologically and socially appropriate 
responses to social and ecological crises.” 

David Macauley weighs in on the project of extending the history 

of social ecology by arguing that Bookchin writes within an eco- 

anarchist tradition that “antedates, influences and presently remains 

coextensive with Bookchin’s own work.” In “Evolution and Revolu¬ 

tion: The Ecological Anarchism of Kropotkin and Bookchin,” Ma- 
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cauley explores the connections between the two ecoanarchists, empha¬ 

sizing the affinities in their work and claiming that Kropotkin has not 

received the attention from social ecologists that he warrants. In the es¬ 

say’s seven sections, Macauley analyzes Bookchin’s and Kropotkin’s re¬ 

spective (and often shared) positions on ecological mutualism, nature 

and human nature, ethical naturalism, anarcho-communism, evolution 

and revolution, decentralism and regionalism, and radical agriculture. 

In all these sections Macauley emphasizes the extensive parallels be¬ 

tween the two, but he also points out where they diverge and discusses 

some of the stresses and strains in the work of each. Finally, the work 

of both thinkers is situated within the broader ecoanarchist tradition. 

In concluding, Macauley suggests the importance of the inspirations 

and insights in Kropotkin’s wide-ranging body of work for the future 
of social ecology. 

The collection ends with my own “Reconsidering Bookchin and 

Marcuse as Environmental Materialists: Toward an Evolving Social 

Ecology,” as discussed at the beginning of this Introduction. I take the 

occasion of this volume to completely revise that previous argument di¬ 

rected at Bookchin and to further respond to criticism of this position 

by Bookchin . My response has taken the form of a thorough and exten¬ 

sive rewrite of the entire original argument. I admit several flaws in my 

initial interpretation of Bookchin’s work, but nonetheless I argue that 

my original piece on Bookchin, involving a comparison of Bookchin’s 

work with the critical theory of Herbert Marcuse, still holds true. The 

terms of that comparison involved two claims: (1) that both Bookchin 

and Marcuse could be classified in a similar way as political ecologists 

and (2) that knowing this could help to reform social ecology by help¬ 

ing it to recognize the importance of some of the issues of concern 

raised by deep ecologists. Originally, the stronger of the two was the 

first claim, specifically that Bookchin and Marcuse could be read as 

“environmental materialists,” in a very specialized sense of the term 

“materialists.” I define environmental materialists as simply those po¬ 

litical ecologists who begin their description and prescription of envi¬ 

ronmental problems in social, institutional, or material terms. In con¬ 

trast, “environmental ontologists,” such as deep ecologists, argue that 

environmental problems have their basis in human ontological descrip¬ 

tions of themselves in relation to nature. A resolution of environmental 

problems on that approach must involve first and foremost a reform of 

that self-description. The second claim, however, concerning the reform 

of social ecology available through this distinction, has here evolved 

into a much stronger account of how Marcuse’s work may serve as a 

bridge to a better, more complete, more evolved form of social ecology. 

But such an argument was not previously well received by Bookchin. I 
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take great pains here to listen to each one of Bookchin’s objections and 

to critically assess their merit in this new execution of my argument. 

The result is a better demonstration of how problems with Bookchin’s 

work open up the possibility of improving social ecology through an 

interaction with critical theory. 

Taken together, all of these essays speak to a variety of important 

questions involving Bookchin’s work in itself and the next steps that so¬ 

cial ecology can now take beyond the narrowing of the field as evidenced 

in Bookchin’s work. It will be up to the eventual inheritors of the social 

ecology tradition to decide whether to emulate Bookchin’s style and stick 

to the substance of his arguments alone, or to take social ecology into seri¬ 

ous dialogue with other ideas in a way that risks changing the structure of 

social ecology itself. All of us who have contributed to this volume hope 

that social ecology will take the next bold step and become an integral 

part of a hoped-for coalition of effective environmental theories. 
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Chapter 1 

Negating Bookchin 

JOEL KOVEL 

Introduction 

Murray Bookchin, originator of the doctrine known as “social ecol¬ 

ogy” and by any reckoning one of the principal figures of the ecological 

Left, poses an enigma to the critic. Of all the radical ecologies, 

Bookchin’s has the greatest range of historical reference, the most con¬ 

sidered grasp of political possibilities, and the most extended philo¬ 

sophical reflection into the interrelations between humanity and nature. 

Nor is Bookchin an armchair thinker or a mandarin removed from the 

world. Living simply and disdaining the comforts of academia, he has 

influenced a whole generation of libertarians with his focused rage 

against capitalism and fervent evocation of revolutionary goals. In an 

age of tepid nonbelievers and intellectual hacks, Murray Bookchin 

stands out as a figure of some genuine grandeur. His resolute atheism 

might resist the association, but there is something of the prophet in 

this ecoanarchist. 
Or a fallen angel, for there is also something haunted, a sense of 

rancor and harsh discord. Struggle is the sine qua non of change, and 

the more radical the project the more ardent the struggle. And the 

greater, therefore, the potential for aggression to be turned destructively 

inward or toward comrades rather than against the actual adversary. 

For whatever reason, there is a legacy of what might be called surplus 

frustration” in Bookchin’s work. It is taken for granted that all radical 

projects face bleak prospects in this profoundly reactionary time. One 

learns, hopefully, to accept immediate defeat, or frustration, and to 

strive toward keeping some light flickering through the long darkness. 

But there are also the self-induced defeats stemming from misguided 

theories and divisive practices. These surplus frustrations need to be 
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criticized all the more forcefully given the fragility of the Left today. It 

is in this spirit that I would like to examine some of Bookchin’s ideas 

about society, nature, and the revolutionary project.1 I am aware that 

doing so may open me as well to the charge of “aggression toward 

comrades.” But there seems to be no way around this risk, only a hope 

that true critique works toward overcoming barriers. In any case, a cer¬ 

tain combativeness in the sphere of ideas is, in my view, to be encour¬ 

aged, so long as it is carried out creatively. Given the condition of the 

world, I see no alternative to what William Blake called “mental fight” 
as a way of advance.2 

The Two Bookchins 

In casting about for a way to articulate the unease I have felt with cer¬ 

tain aspects of Bookchin’s doctrine, I was struck by the thought that in 

reading his work I frequently alternate between attitudes: now feeling 

appreciation and admiration for a nobly stated ideal or a cogent in¬ 

sight, now feeling distress over something bombastic, or vague and con¬ 

fused, or violently polemical and distorted. From another angle, I could 

say that there is much about Bookchin’s worldview with which I am 

profoundly in sympathy and that I even find inspiring. And yet, al¬ 

though a point should be made, it cannot truly be made because too 

much that is jarring gets in the way. After a while, it seemed to me that 

there was a pattern to these alternations; there seemed to be a consis¬ 

tency to the inconsistency. And after some further reflection, I decided 

that this consistent inconsistency could become the organizing principle 
of a useful critique. 

One could, in other words, approach Bookchin as the author of 

multiple discourses, pasted together so as to appear unitary, but actu¬ 

ally the workings out of a fundamental split. In what follows, then, I 

shall adopt the heuristic fiction that Bookchin’s manifest work is an im¬ 

brication of two such discourses, which shall be called B1 and B2, as 

though they were different archeological scripts. Each discourse con¬ 

tains a coherent narrative. However, the narratives contradict one an¬ 

other, thus weakening the texts within which they are imbricated and 

giving rise to the bombast, vagueness, confusion, violent polemicism, 
and distortion I noted above. 

The common theme is an expansive one, nothing less than the 

emergence of human society, its long, tangled history of hierarchy and 

domination, the role of hierarchy/domination in the ecological crisis, 

and the possibilities of liberation from both hierarchy/domination and 

ecodestruction, the two being regarded as different aspects of the same 
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process. I should emphasize again that this is merely a heuristic device. 

There aren’t actually two discourses in Bookchin, but there is, in my 

view, a split state of being. Thinking in terms of two discourses will 

help illuminate this split, after which the device, like a scaffolding that 

has served its purpose, may be disassembled and set aside. 

The B 1 Narrative 

The Bf narrative, in which the substantive ideas of Bookchin’s social 

ecology are advanced, treats the overall theme within the framework of 

the self-creativity of nature and the emergence of ethical possibilities as 

part of nature’s bounty. The philosophical basis is resolutely naturalis¬ 

tic—hence Bookchin’s choice of the term “dialectical naturalism” to 

signify his ontology and philosophical anthropology. In this worldview, 

reason is essential, but reason of a special kind, to be distinguished 

from mysticism and mechanism alike. Bookchin advances the notion of 

“dialectical reason, conceived as the logical expression of a wide- 

ranging form of developmental causality.” More than a method, dialec¬ 

tical reason is also a system of causality: “it is ontological, objective 

and therefore naturalistic. It explicates how processes occur in the natu¬ 

ral world as well as in the social world.”3 In this respect, Bookchin re¬ 

veals himself to be a follower of Hegel and a defender of Max Hork- 

heimer’s idea of “objective reason,” reason that resides in nature and 

which we embrace as we seek freedom from hierarchy/domination. 

“Reason ... is not a matter of personal opinion or taste. It seems to in¬ 

here in objective reality itself—in a sturdy belief in a rational and 

meaningful universe that is independent of our needs and proclivities as 

individuals.”4 
B1 is very much a text promoting Enlightenment humanism and a 

universality in which the harmonization of humanity and nature is a 

real possibility. Since there is no essential contradiction between hu¬ 

manity and nature, to remove the historical contradictions of hierar¬ 

chy/domination frees us for an inherent ethical development in which 

we care for nature, and so become able to heal the earth. In this narra¬ 

tive, freedom contends with unfreedom, that is, with hierarchy/domina- 

tion, in the sphere of the mind as well as in the world. In the tradition 

of the Enlightenment, B1 identifies freedom with reason and unfreedom 

with myth and primitive backwardness. Thus Bookchin attacks the 

utterly arbitrary character of myth, its lack of any critical correction by 

reason, [which] delivers us to complete falsehoods. Viewed from a primi¬ 

tivistic viewpoint, “freedom” takes on the treacherous form of an absence 

of desire, activity and will—a condition so purposeless that humanity 
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ceases to be capable of reflecting upon itself rationally and thereby pre¬ 
venting emerging ruling elites from completely dominating it. In such a 
mythic—and mystified—world, there would be no basis for being guarded 
against hierarchy or for resisting it.5 

This passage, to which I will return below, also enables us to un¬ 

derstand more fully a distinction drawn very forcefully by Bookchin, 

the positive conception of freedom and its priority over notions of jus¬ 

tice. Justice is merely the redistribution of scarcity, consisting of “cor¬ 

rective alterations in a basically irrational society.”6 Freedom, on the 

other hand, is the participation in a fuller, more ethical life through the 

overcoming of hierarchy/domination according to the adoption of dia¬ 

lectical naturalism. This is not merely a matter of increasing rationali¬ 

zation. To the contrary, freedom for Bookchin is also the enhancement 

of pleasure and the exercise of sensuousness. It is the revolutionary mo¬ 
tion as such. 

Hierarchy/domination is the antithesis of freedom. The center of 

the narrative of B1 becomes, then, the story of hierarchy and its over¬ 

coming. The subtitle of Bookchin’s most important work, The Ecology 

of Freedom, states this explicitly: the ecology of freedom is contained in 

“The Emergence and Dissolution of Hierarchy.” “There is a strong 

theoretical need,” we learn, “to contrast hierarchy with the more wide¬ 

spread use of the words class and State; careless use of these terms can 

produce a dangerous simplification of social reality.” A so-called class¬ 

less, or even libertarian, society can still conceal hierarchical relation¬ 

ships and a sensibility that “even in the absence of economic exploita¬ 

tion or political coercion . . . would serve to perpetuate unfreedom.”7 

What is this master category? According to Bookchin, hierarchy 
is the 

cultural, traditional and psychological system of obedience and command, 
not merely the economic and political systems to which the terms class 
and State most appropriately refer. ... I refer to the domination of the 
young by the old, of women by men, of one ethnic group by another, of 
“masses” by bureaucrats who profess to speak in their “higher social5in¬ 
terests,” of countryside by town, and in a more subtle psychological 
sense, of body by mind, of spirit by a shallow instrumental rationality. 

Hierarchy and domination therefore imply one another; for Book- 

chin, they are congruent sets of relations. All hierarchies are domina- 

tive, all dominations hierarchical; the terms can be linked as one: hier¬ 

archy/domination. Bookchin goes on to summarize his view: hierarchy/ 

domination is a notion that may not be “encompassed by a formal defi- 
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nition. I view it historically and existentially as a complex system of 

command and obedience in which elites enjoy varying degrees of con¬ 

trol over their subordinates without necessarily exploiting them.” Here 

it is worth underscoring an idea that receives at least as much attention 

throughout Bookchin’s work as any other, namely, the subsumption of 

class and economic relations (such as exploitation) to the more encom¬ 

passing notion of hierarchy/domination. Hierarchy, for Bookchin, “al¬ 

though it includes Marx’s definition of class and even gives rise to class 

society historically, goes beyond this limited meaning imputed to a 

largely economic form of stratification.”8 (It may be worth observing 

that class does not even appear in the above-quoted iteration of hierar¬ 

chies.) The universalism of Bl’s political message is predicated on the 

ubiquity of hierarchy/domination, for something so pervasive and 

deeply rooted requires nothing less than a total revolutionary transfor¬ 

mation. 

A great deal of Bookchin’s work consists of tracing the history of 

hierarchy/domination and its overcoming. Certain landmarks stand out 

in this narrative terrain: the origins of hierarchy/domination in the ger¬ 

ontocracies of primitive, or organic, societies (which according to 

Bookchin antedate the emergence of patriarchy); the origins of the an¬ 

cient state as the coalescence of hierarchy with warrior elites; the emer¬ 

gence of the idea of freedom in the Athenian polis; the persistence of 

relatively liberated zones of freedom in the medieval commune, the 

guilds of early cities, and among the artisans who helped make the 

French Revolution; the reincarnation of the ideal of the polis in the 

New England town meeting; the early industrial utopias of Fourier and 

Owen; the later utopian vision of William Morris; the stirring example 

of Spanish anarchism, cruelly crushed in the Spanish Civil War of 

1936-19399; and shadowing it all, the cancerous growth of modern in¬ 

dustrial society, capitalism on a grander scale than that envisioned by 

Karl Marx—a capitalism that can only be overcome through the emer¬ 

gence of an ecological society beyond all forms of hierarchy/domina¬ 

tion. The downfall of this capitalism was prepared when it developed 

the means to overcome scarcity, hence providing the basis for freedom 

and universality. The New Left protests of the 1960s were fervently em¬ 

braced by Bookchin, who saw in the student radicals and libertarian 

dropouts from industrial society the germ of a new and more universal 

revolutionary subject. Having published far-seeing critiques of the in¬ 

cipient ecological crisis as far back as the early 1960s, Bookchin envi¬ 

sioned the possibilities for a conjugation of the New Left’s critique of 

domination with an emergent green consciousness and the anarchist 

tradition; in particular, the new radicalism would gain control of mu¬ 

nicipalities and neighborhoods from below, then gradually extend this 



32 DIALECTICS AND ETHICS 

“libertarian municipalism” over the whole of society, converting it into 

an ecological realm of freedom.10 Social ecology is the name given by 

Bookchin to this synthesis, and B1 became its principal narrative. 

The B2 Narrative 

B1 is, so to speak, social ecology’s public discourse, the manifest con¬ 

tent of Bookchin’s system he would pass on to the world and by which 

he would be known. If there is a critical judgment to be passed on 

Bookchin’s philosophy, it will have to culminate in the critique of Bl. 

But there is more to Bookchin. Another discourse lies embedded in his 

works, one never explicitly thematized yet inescapable once we attend 

to it. The shards of this narrative lie scattered about in the texts. 

Mostly they appear as fragments of thought, suggestive phrases that 

provide a kind of emotional tone, or mood, to the reasoned arguments 

of his philosophy. Consider two of the passages quoted above: If we are 

“careless” in using the terms “hierarchy,” “class,” and “the State,” a 

“dangerous simplification of social reality” will result. Myth is seen as 

having an “utterly arbitrary character,” the use of which “delivers us to 

complete falsehoods.’ Viewed so, freedom takes on a “treacherous 

form” in which emerging elites will succeed in “completely dominat¬ 

ing” humanity. “In such a mythic—and mystified—world, there would 

be no basis for being guarded against hierarchy or for resisting it.” 

Overheated notions of this sort are neither accidental nor rare 

findings in Bookchin’s writings. In themselves they scarcely constitute a 

logic or rise above the level of emotional coloring. However, they are 

not written in themselves, but as a set of gestures organized about an¬ 

other account of social bondage and transformation. Viewed from this 

perspective, what could be discounted as peccadilloes of a fiery tem¬ 

perament or lapses into theoretical hysteria emerges as another grand 

narrative, whose spirit is no longer that of the emergence of universal 

but of a defense against catastrophe. The adverbs—“utterly,” “com¬ 

pletely,” and the rest—are suggestive of extreme states of being. The 

message is of clear and present danger, with an aroma of betrayal and 

skullduggery. Elites are out to dominate us; those who do not ade¬ 

quately defend against this (by means, it goes without saying, of social 
ecology) are not simply mistaken but guilty of treachery. 

In this scheme of things the Enlightenment is dimly off in the fu¬ 

ture. The emergence of domination and hierarchy and its dissolution in 

the ecological society is now a retelling of the legend of the Fall and 

Redemption, the master mythos of the Judeo-Christian tradition. Hu¬ 

manity is now to be read as the Tribes of Israel, a pastoral people in 

bondage to Pharoah, or Rome, or Babylon—the cities of corruption. 
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These await their Redeemer. This figure is of, for, and by the people: 

for simplicity’s sake, he can be called the Anarchist. The Anarchist is 

the prophetic instrument of higher powers—the self-creativity of na¬ 

ture—on whose behalf he seeks to liberate humanity. But the Anarchist 

is also fated to suffer and to endure persecution. He is not primarily set 

upon by the powers of Rome (Bookchin having little to say about spe¬ 

cific modalities of state repression—the state, you will recall, is subordi¬ 

nated to domination-in-general in his system). The Anarchist, rather, is 

greatly burdened with false prophets from his own tribe. These Phari¬ 

sees and Sadducees are the source of the “treachery” noted above, be¬ 

traying the people of Israel to Rome. More, there seems to be a kind of 

“Great Satan” among them, an archbetrayer. This diabolic deceiver as¬ 

sumes now one form, now another, including, in the late 1980s, the 

shape of the Deep Ecologist.11 However, if we look at Bookchin’s work 

as a whole over the years, it would seem that the principal incarnation 

of Satan in the modern age has been the Marxist, and especially that 

progenitor of the devilish doctrine who took the name of Karl Marx. 

A few remarks about the construction of B2 may be in order be¬ 

fore we study it in greater detail. It should be clear that, though a find¬ 

ing of this sort may be interesting, it is in itself neither especially re¬ 

markable nor decisive for critique. In this case, it is not even 

controversial, since the observation is shared by Bookchin himself, who 

frankly admits of the “unabashed [sic] messianic character of [The 

Ecology of Freedom], a messianic character that is philosophical and 

ancestral.”12 Nor is it so unusual to find an alternative textual narra¬ 

tive embedded in the grand theory of a systematic thinker. In fact, it is 

difficult to imagine such a thinker without such a metanarrative. It may 

be that what makes a mind creative is the synthesis of internally negat¬ 

ing lines of thought, some traces of which may be expected to persist in 

the final product. Nietzsche, Freud, and Marx himself are three think¬ 

ers who come immediately to mind as providing considerable material 

for what could be called N2, F2, or M2 texts—and in the case of Marx 

there would be no problem at all in demonstrating that M2 draws 

heavily upon the same mythos of Fall and Redemption employed by 

Bookchin. A thinker with large aspirations for humanity will find 

abundant thematic material in the Bible, from Genesis, to Deuteron¬ 

omy, to Isaiah, to Daniel, to the Gospels, and finally, to Revelation, the 

last, grandest, and most apocalyptic rendition of all. Bookchin’s appro¬ 

priation of the legend of the Fall and Redemption puts him, therefore, 

in the splendid company of such as Dante, Milton, Goethe, Blake, and, 

among contemporary thinkers, Ernst Bloch, whom Bookchin rightly 

admires for his radical futurism, a trait essentially linked to the notion 

of redemption. 
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But these are just abstract considerations, whereas the effects of a 

metanarrative have to be decided concretely. Depending upon how it is 

appropriated, the mythos of the Fall and Redemption can turn into the 

vision of Blake’s Jerusalem or the nightmare of Mein Kampf. It is a 

question of “spirit,” that is, the manner in which being expands into 

new and more comprehensive syntheses.13 This can be rephrased: a 

great deal depends on what kind of a messiah Murray Bookchin prom¬ 

ises to be. There is in any case a latent contradiction between the demo¬ 

cratic ideal of B1 and the messianic promise of B2, which will be real¬ 

ized or not according to Bookchin’s treatment of his theme. Bl, the 

ostensible narrative of social ecology, renders humanity, or “the Peo¬ 

ple” (Bookchin’s phrase chosen to avoid using class as a leading term), 

as the protagonist of history; B2, on the other hand, tends to focus on 

the Anarchist as redeemer. To the extent that this figure hogs the stage 

with his personal vendettas, so will democratic promise become fraudu¬ 

lent. Humanity is no longer the agent of its own transformation; it be¬ 

comes, rather, a sign flashed by the redeemer to demonstrate his re¬ 
demptive bona fides. 

In this context, the running battles Bookchin wages with his pre¬ 

sumed adversaries are more than irritating distractions. As it becomes 

evident that Bookchin is not merely dealing with the ontology of hope 

or the emergence of ethical being from nature, but is consumed, rather, 

with venom and rage against those he sees in the way of “freedom,” 

the entire edifice of social ecology shows the strain. Intolerance and 

dogmatism are, to say the least, common human tendencies. But it is 

remarkable to find them in a thinker who announces his project as fol¬ 

lows: “My definition of the term, ‘libertarian,’ is guided by my descrip¬ 

tion of the ecosystem: the image of unity in diversity, spontaneity, and 

complementary relationships, free of all hierarchy and domination.”14 

In a case of this sort, the contradiction between libertarian preaching 

and rancorous practice becomes stifling. Categories with at least latent 

explanatory or emancipatory potential—the very notions of hierarchy, 

domination, freedom itself—become drained of intellectual vitality and 

turn into rhetorical devices by means of which the Anarchist establishes 
redemptive authority. 

There is indeed a kind of betrayal in Bookchin’s texts. It is the be¬ 

trayal of a professed Enlightenment rationality by vindictiveness of Old 

Testament proportion, and it severely distorts the possibilities of both 

Bl and B2 by splitting them into mutually repellent fragments. As a re¬ 

sult, Bookchin’s dialectic of reason withers and loses its claim on uni¬ 

versality through a radical demythologization; the redemptive myth suf¬ 
fers spiritual disaster by being denied immanent rationality. 

Consider the treatment of the Enlightenment in Remaking Soci- 
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ety.ls Bookchin begins this two-page passage with a ringing defense of 

Enlightenment universality: “It fostered a clear-eyed secular view to¬ 

ward the dark mythic world that festered in feudalism, religion, and 

royal despotism.” Enlightenment reason “tried to formulate a general 

human interest . . . and to establish the idea of a shared human nature 

that would rescue humanity as a whole from a folk-like, tribalistic, and 

nationalistic particularism.” Bookchin is a great admirer of Hegel, 

whose rendition of Enlightenment rationality included a “dialectic of 

eductive development, a process that is best expressed by organic 

growth.” Thus the true legacy of the Enlightenment is an expansive, 

dialectically inclusive rationality with the potential for the reharmoni¬ 

zation of humanity and nature—if, that is, the burdens of tribalistic 

particularism can be overcome. Though the imagery of festering gives 

some pause for concern as to whether the “dark” world has been actu¬ 

ally transcended, the timbre of this passage is largely consistent with 

the aims of enlightened reason. 
Bookchin proceeds with a familiar—though essential—reminder 

that capitalism “warped these goals, reducing reason to a harsh indus¬ 

trial rationalism focused on efficiency rather than a high-minded intel¬ 

lectuality,” and that it did so as part of a project of bourgeois domina¬ 

tion. But he devotes barely more than six lines to this point, which 

serves less as a thesis concerning the dominant enemy of the Enlighten¬ 

ment than a launching pad for what he really wants to do, namely, as¬ 

sault his enemies. These emerge from the ranks of those who stand 

apart from the bourgeois synthesis, the Left and especially the ecologi¬ 

cal Left. The attack occupies a full page, and while it starts modestly 

enough with a reminder that the “trends that denigrate reason” are 

“perhaps understandable reactions” to the alienating conditions of late 

capitalism, momentum starts picking up in the second paragraph as the 

force of narrative B2 begins to kick in. Now the “perhaps” is brushed 

aside and the Anarchist takes off his gloves to go after the betrayers of 

humanity. However “understandable,” these trends—which, roughly 

speaking, comprise all identitarian, deep-ecological, and spiritually 

driven political movements—may be, they are also “profoundly reac¬ 

tionary” because they dissolve general human interest “into gender pa¬ 

rochialism . . . tribalistic folkdom . . . and a ‘return to wilderness.’ ” 

They become “crudely atavistic,” they “retreat into the mythic dark¬ 

ness of a tribalistic past.” “Ecology’s motifs of complementarity, mutu¬ 

alism, and nonhierarchical relationships are completely dishonoured.” 

For “if the Enlightenment left us any single legacy that we might prize 

above all others, it is the belief that humanity in a free society must be 

conceived as a unity, a ‘one’ that is bathed in the light of reason and 

empathy.” By now Bookchin is fairly shrieking: 
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Rarely in history have we been called upon to make a stronger stand for 

this legacy than today, when the sludge of irrationality, mindless growth, 

centralized power, ecological dislocation, and mystical retreats into quie¬ 

tism threaten to overwhelm the human achievements of past times. Rarely 

before have we been called upon not only to contain this sludge but to 

push it back into the depths of a demonic history from which it emerged. 

This is certainly a fascinating passage, and a major, authentic erup¬ 

tion of B2. One is tempted to paraphrase it: rarely in history has a 

thinker whose leading idea is the espousal of reason been so given over 

to unreason. But the issue is not exaggeration or lapse; the argument, 

bizarre as it is, expresses a logic. More, it has certain effects on the 
whole, in this case, social ecology. 

At first glance, the passage is ostensibly consistent: there are “ata¬ 

vistic” groups; they threaten to impair the Enlightenment project, 

which is a good thing; therefore, they must be turned away. But here a 

rupture occurs. Bookchin seems unable to recognize that the dialectical 

and ecological sensibility he is espousing doesn’t just turn things away, 

or to use his vivid phrase, “push [them] . . . back into the depths of a 

demonic history. That is to say, he does not recognize his self- 

professed logic. For does he not himself assert in this very passage that 

Enlightenment-oriented ecologic is “bathed in the light of reason,” and 

also, empathy that is, fellow feeling with others, a condition that 

would surely apply to those undergoing the painful struggle of contend¬ 
ing with the ecological crisis? But who can feel with “sludge?” 

Language, in this case excremental language, has real conse¬ 

quences, it is not just little boys talking “ca-ca.” Bookchin’s excremen¬ 

tal metaphor sets up a universe of radical rejection and nonrecognition: 

associating an alternative view with what is shit out of the body. To use 

his apt evocation of Hegel, ecologic entails a “dialectic of eductive [i.e., 

drawing forth] development, a process that is best expressed by organic 

growth. Exactly and exactly what this apostle of a humanity harmo¬ 

nized with nature rules out, because sludge can at best be further dedif¬ 

ferentiated and broken down. But Bookchin cannot even tolerate this. 

He wants the “sludge” of a spiritual worldview pushed back, buried, 

even destroyed. The outburst is therefore a call for repression rather 

than for dialectical unification. Since we are dealing here with human 

beings and not just with ideas to be forgotten, the violent implications 

of this pushing back cannot be overlooked. Not physical violence, but 

the violation that comes from regarding another’s existentially held po¬ 

sition with contempt. Hegel’s dialectic is a process of recognition, a 

painfully won encounter between self and other. Bookchin will give the 

requisite lip service to this notion, but when it counts, that is, when he 
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encounters another, a potential comrade no less, who may have areas 

of difference, then the other’s position becomes sludge to be pushed 

away rather than a premonitory insight to be incorporated into a larger 
unity. 

The premise of dialectic is central for Bookchin. But this is a dia¬ 

lectic of nonrecognition, of exclusion and splitting, which is to say that 

it is no dialectic at all. Nor is it ground for an ethic, nor any prescrip¬ 

tion for real democracy. Bookchin leaves those with “high-minded in¬ 

tellectuality,” that is, the social ecological elect, on their pinnacle, with 

the remainder of humanity swarming below, lost in their pathetic spiri¬ 

tual delusions and parochial interests. This sectarianism in the midst of 

universalism has been paralleled in the actual record of Bookchin’s po¬ 

litical engagement, a trail littered with aborted or ruptured alliances be¬ 

tween the high-minded intellectual and those not deemed good enough 

for him: solidarity groups, antinuclear affinity groups, labor groups, 

civic action groups, women’s groups, cultural groups, even the Left- 

Green Network when it made honest demands for social justice. In 

other words, whoever stands for the fitful yet concrete emergence of 

humanity from domination in a way not sanctioned by purified social- 

ecological dogma is treated like toxic sludge. Would that Bookchin 

have applied to his practice his own theory: “A libertarian rationality 

raises natural ecology’s tenet of unity in diversity to the level of reason 

itself; it evokes a logic of unity between the T and the ‘other’ that rec¬ 

ognizes the stabilizing and integrative function of diversity—of a cos¬ 

mos of ‘others’ that can be comprehended and integrated symbioti- 

cally.”16 

Coping with Satan 

The world, and especially the world of academia and the Left, is full of 

bad people in the eyes of Murray Bookchin. There are the postmodern¬ 

ists (“Yuppie nihilism”17); the deep ecologists (“well-to-do people who 

have been raised on a spiritual diet of Eastern cults mixed with Holly¬ 

wood and Disneyland fantasies”18); the cultural ecofeminists (“mysti¬ 

fied by contrived myths—an ensemble that is borne on a lucrative tidal 

wave of books, artifacts and bejeweled ornaments”19); and the whole 

“squalid ooze of atheistic religions, natural supernaturalisms, privatistic 

politics, and even liberal reactionaries.”20 But let there be no mistake 

that one big devil hangs over them all, Bookchin’s b te noire, Karl 

Marx. 
It is not that Marx is treated with more vituperation than the other 

false prophets. In fact, he often gets less; indeed, there are grudging ex- 
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pressions of praise scattered about the texts for Marx’s insight into the 

capitalist economy or his enunciation of revolutionary goals. This may 

be a manifestation of the fact that Bookchin cannot afford to dismiss 

Marx as he can a goddess worshipper, with a few smears of the excre- 

mental brush. The scale of Marx’s work forbids this approach; more 

importantly, its theoretical center stands squarely in Bookchin’s path. If 

hierarchy/domination as Bookchin understands them are to become the 

centerpieces of radical ecological thought, then the central contribu¬ 

tions of Marxism—class struggle, mode of production, and the 

like—have to be displaced. It is an unfortunate feature of the mantle of 

messianism that it can be worn by only one figure. Those applying for 

the position have to eliminate the competition. Bookchin has to wrestle 

with Marx and defeat him if his own messianic ambitions are to be ful¬ 

filled. And so there is a material reason why the figure of the Great Sa¬ 

tan takes the shape of Karl Marx and figures so massively in 
Bookchin’s texts. 

A number of points need to be made before we can take up the 

substance of Bookchin’s relationship to Marx. First, it should be em¬ 

phasized that no serious assessment of Marx’s relation to radical ecol¬ 

ogy can be made within the confines of this essay. Second, although my 

sympathies will be clear in what follows, nothing written here should 

be taken to mean that either Marx or the Marxist tradition are above 

reproach, especially fiom an ecological standpoint. An ecological cri¬ 

tique of Marx is necessary in light of the economism, the fetishism of 

industrial growth, and the centralizing, antidemocratic record of actual 

Marxist piojects. These may not have been truly Marxist, but they 

were not unrelated to Marxism, either. Further, although a distinction 

between Marx himself and the tradition that carries his name has to be 

made (he did, after all, say he was no Marxist), I do not believe that 

there is some “pure” essence of Marx that, if followed, could have 

avoided the counterecological and antidemocratic history of Marx¬ 
isms.21 

This is to say that a substantial portion of Bookchin’s attack 

against the economism and centralism of the Marxist tradition is valid. 

It is certainly not original with him—which Bookchin strenuously im¬ 

plies; and it should be pointed out that similar criticism has come from 

within Marxism itself—which Bookchin strenuously ignores; but the 

critique remains important. On what grounds, then, does one question 

these texts? Simply this: that Bookchin on Marx all too often ceases to 

e cr*t*cIue- h deteriorates instead into grandiose posturing, propelled 
y 1 oughly equivalent portions of hatred, ignorance, and lack of under¬ 

standing. 

For example, we are informed of Marx’s “atrocious misreadings of 
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‘savage’ society”-2 in the course of a disputation of Marx’s view that 

there is an essential “otherness” in our relation to nature. I will return 

to the more abstract point below, but it might be worth asking about 

this “atrocious misreading.” No evidence is offered—a characteristic 

feature of Bookchin’s writings; perhaps he refers to Marx’s bias for 

town over country, or Engels’s reading of primitive society, drawn from 

Morgan and presumably reflective of Marx’s final views. Now there are 

difficulties with Engels’s work, though it is scarcely “atrocious,” but is 

it really reflective of Marx on primitive society? In fact, there was pre¬ 

cious little in the standard Marxist oeuvre to indicate just what Marx 

really thought about this question. By 1980, however, when The Ecol¬ 

ogy of Freedom was being composed, serious students of this question 

finally had access to a remarkable document devoted just to this sub¬ 

ject, the Ethnological Notebooks, a collection of notes and drafts on 

primitive society published in 1972 as the last of Marx’s works. The 

Notebooks are doubly remarkable: for what they say about the vitality 

and genius of primitive society, and for what they reveal about Marx’s 

continuing capacity, even in his fading last years, for intellectual re¬ 

newal. Franklin Rosemont, a libertarian surrealist (if any label can be 

applied) deeply critical of established Marxism, finds the Notebooks 

quite wondrous, calling them a work that “still glows brightly with the 

colors of the future,” yet that also demonstrates a return to the spirit of 

the 1844 Manuscripts. Then there is the late Raya Dunayevskaya, a 

Marxist humanist whose theoretical ambitions could match those of 

Bookchin himself. Dunayevskaya’s Rosa Luxemburg, 'Women’s Libera¬ 

tion, and Marx’s Philosophy of Revolution, published in 1981, a year 

before The Ecology of Freedom, was inspired by the Ethnological 

Notebooks, which revealed to her by its treatment of primitive society 

“how very deep must be the uprooting of class society and how broad 

the view of the forces of revolution.”23 Note that this is precisely 

Bookchin’s own thesis. Do not expect him, however, to welcome the 

finding as evidence of convergence between radical social theories. 

There can, after all, be but one Messiah. And so, if there is an “atro¬ 

cious misreading” here, it is Bookchin’s—not the only instance, by the 

way, of the mechanism of psychological projection in his texts. 

Common ground does not exist for Bookchin; there is one way the 

revolution must not go. Bookchin’s hostility to socialism is adamant, 

all-consuming, and redolent with excremental vision: “A ‘socialist’ 

ecology, a ‘socialist’ feminism, and a ‘socialist’ community movement 

. . . are not only contradictions in terms; they infest the newly formed, 

living movements of the future with the maggots of cadavers from the 

past and need to be opposed unrelentingly.”24 To buttress this stun¬ 

ningly sectarian view, no distortion is too outlandish. Thus “the 



40 DIALECTICS AND ETHICS 

Marxian revolutionary project reinforced the very degradation, decul¬ 

turalization and depersonalization of the workers produced by the fac¬ 

tory system. The worker was at his or her best as a good trade-unionist 

or a devoted party functionary, not as a culturally sophisticated being 

with wide human and moral concerns”25—a remarkable statement 

from someone who grew up in the atmosphere of New York City com¬ 

munism of the 1930s, with its worker schools, libraries, and culturally 

vibrant summer camps. Or perhaps Bookchin has never heard of Paul 

Robeson, Diego Rivera, or Pablo Neruda. There were many things 

wrong with the communist movement, but deculturalization of the 
workers was not one of them. 

The reader will be impressed to learn that all this dehumanization 

started with the “remarkably insidious reduction of human beings to 

objective forces of ‘history’ ” by a certain nineteenth-century thinker, 

who, like the serpent in the Garden, gives us “a mentality that is more 

disconcerting than the most unfeeling form of ‘anthropocentrism.’ ” No 

wonder that the “contribution proletarian socialism made to the revo¬ 

lutionary project was minimal, at best, and largely economic in charac¬ 

ter.”-6 This stems, in Bookchin’s view, from Marx’s objectification and 

lack of moral vision: “Evil was not a word that Marx was wont to use 

when he tried to turn the critique of capitalism into an ‘objective’ sci¬ 

ence, freed of all moral connotations.”2' Yet even within the terms of 

objective science, Marx is second rate. He “mystifies”; he is impossibly 

“vague”; his views on labor are apparently full of “innocence,” but in 

actuality highly deceptive and “riddled by ideology—an ideology 

that is all the more deceptive because Marx himself is unaware of the 

trap into which he has fallen. The trap lies precisely in the abstraction 

that Marx imparts to the labor process, its ahistorical autonomy and 

character as a strictly technical process.”-6 And finally, from an earlier 

broadside, Marx’s “theories were still anchored in the realm of sur¬ 

vival, not the realm of ///<?.”29 Bookchin sums it all up for the “re¬ 

markably insidious” Marx: “Tragically, Marxism virtually silenced all 

eai lier revolutionary voices for more than a century and held history it¬ 

self in the icy grip of a remarkably bourgeois theory of development 

based on the domination of nature and the centralization of power.”30 

What are we to make of these gross caricatures? This is not the 

place to refute them in detail, to prove that no, Marx is not the figure 

lepresented here, that he saw humans as the makers of history, that his 

work is suffused with moral categories, that his is perhaps the most im¬ 

portant contribution to the revolutionary project, that Marx’s theory of 

labor is anything but ahistorical and technicist—and finally, that his 

ontology is anchored in the realm of life and not survival? There is no 

point in doing so; this is not a study of Marx but of Bookchin, and the 
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convinced are not to be persuaded. But it is necessary to reflect on the 

significance of the fact that Bookchin’s rendition of Marx is a carica¬ 

ture and not a critique, for it is precisely in this regard that we can ap¬ 

preciate where he loses his way. 

To caricature some figure—and this would apply to Bookchin’s 

treatment of the spiritual position as well as to Marx—it is necessary to 

reduce that figure, specifically, to take seemingly contradictory features 

that coexist in the living organism and split them apart, discarding 

what doesn’t suit one’s predilections and highlighting only what serves 

ideology. This is fine for political cartoons, but is a disaster for theory. 

Consider Marx for a moment. Anyone with reasonable familiarity with 

Marx’s writings will find abstraction from the rich articulation of social 

existence—the feature singled out by Bookchin—but will also find the 

concrete wealth of that existence, as well as moral and objective cate¬ 

gories intertwining with each other.’1 Thus Bookchm caricatures Marx 

by reducing him and regarding him with single vision only. 

But the alternative, namely, using twofold or multiple vision, is 

also how Marx surpasses the bourgeois worldview, for bourgeois 

thought is distinguished by the reduction of the universe to a monocu¬ 

lar perspective. Marx’s capacity to range over multiple registers is a re¬ 

alization of the eternally fresh words of William Blake: “May God us 

keep / From Single vision & Newtons sleep.”32 Thus if we are to hurl 

epithets about, the bourgeois thought belongs to Bookchin for his re- 

ductionism—another instance of projection (which we also find in the 

ascription of vagueness to Marx). In his need to destroy Marx, Book¬ 

chin uses radical rhetoric while retreating theoretically into a one-sided 

and ultimately static materialism. It is as if he goes back from Marx to 

Feuerbach—except that Feuerbach couldn’t have been expected to 

know better, nor was his thought tendentious and riddled with hateful 

projections. 
We return to the point of dialectic. Bookchin professes himself a 

dialectical thinker, but dialectic and single vision are mutually exclu¬ 

sive. The sense of multiple possibility is the core of dialectic—that and 

the movement through contradiction. Dialectic requires recognition of 

the negative along with the affirmative. Such is the essential quality 

missing from Bookchin—the dwelling in negation, the capacity to hold 

together opposites so that the life immanent within their contradictori¬ 

ness can grow. Instead of negation, he sees “sludge,” or something “in¬ 

sidious” or “deceptive,” and expels it. Striving toward Enlightenment 

universality, he ends with repression. Dialectic, instead of unfolding, 

becomes static, frozen in an endless series of vendettas. 
Dialectical stasis weakens ecological vision, because ecology itself 

is the recognition of dialectic in nature; it also undermines the theory of 
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hierarchy/domination. To be more exact, Bookchin’s undialectical no¬ 

tion of hierarchy/domination replaces theory with rhetoric, as, for ex¬ 
ample, when he proclaims that 

Hierarchy as such—be it in the form of ways of thinking, basic human re¬ 

lationships, social relations, and society’s interaction with nature—could 

now be disentangled from the traditional nexus of class analysis that con¬ 

cealed it under a carpet of economic interpretations of society.33 

Viewed as rhetoric, this passage makes sense. Its hidden claim is that 

Bookchin should be chosen over Marx for the role of Messiah, thanks 

to his all-encompassing view, which both includes and transcends that 

of poor old Marx. Promoting hierarchy/domination in general over all 

concrete determinations such as class or patriarchy gives the Bookchin- 

ite a trump card for all left debate, for if you disagree with Bookchin’s 

view then logically you must be soft on domination—and if you agree, 

you are recognizing Bookchin’s pre-“dominance” among radical ecolo¬ 
gists. 

Viewed as theory, however, the sense breaks down. Consider the 

axiomatic identity between hierarchy and domination. According to 

Bookchin in the above passage and throughout his work, hierarchy is an 

as such, an essence that can be abstracted out of all concrete instances; 

it is an ontological flaw in Bl, original sin in B2. Hence the assertion, re¬ 

peatedly made, that the domination of nature is tightly linked to any and 

all manifestations of hierarchy, all of these being expressions of the same 

essence. Aside fiom the rhetorical claims, therefore, the anarchism of 

social-ecological politics rests upon the postulation of the absolute value 

of hierarchy, since anything less than eliminating all hierarchies (as, e.g., 

focusing on the empowering of workers, or of peasant women) will leave 
untouched the roots of the domination of nature. 

One problem with this abstraction is that it remains abstract. Not¬ 

withstanding the enormous amount of attention given to the subject, at 

no point in Bookchin’s work have I been able to find an account of 

what actually makes a hierarchy tick. He will say that “for reasons that 

involve complex evaluation” history was “diverted” from a cooperative 

to a hierarchical “direction,”’4 but we never learn what this complex 

evaluation entails. Hierarchy remains, therefore, a somewhat mysteri¬ 

ous wrong turn to which human being is subject. What can have hap¬ 

pened? Has nature mysteriously screwed up in the evolution of the hu¬ 

man species—an impossibility by Bookchin’s lights, who never ceases 

extolling the creative fecundity of nature. Or is humanity really in the 

giip of oiiginal sin, which would make impossible the optimism of so¬ 
cial ecology? 
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Or could the question be rephrased? Could it be, in contrast to 

Bookchin’s view, that we do not have to get rid of hierarchy as such, 

but need to attend, rather, to those hierarchies that degenerate into 

domination? In other words, the identity, hierarchy = domination, 

might be broken. Whether this is the case depends upon an essentially 

empirical issue that comes down to the following: Are hierarchies ubiq¬ 

uitous? Are there different dominative values attached to different hier¬ 

archies, so that some are less bad than others? Are some hierarchies 

even beneficial? 

The answer is Yes to all these questions, which is to say, the cate¬ 

gory of hierarchy/domination as Bookchin develops it breaks down. 

Oddly enough, Bookchin himself recognizes this truth. He contradicts 

himself at the most vital point in his theory by recognizing that some 

hierarchies can be good, admitting tacitly that hierarchy is ubiquitous 

in human existence, and moreover—though he would surely deny that 

this is so—that class domination has priority within the set of hierar¬ 

chies. 
In a recent essay, “What Is Social Ecology?,” Bookchin has the fol¬ 

lowing to say: 

It is worth emphasizing that hierarchical domination, however coercive it 

may be, is not to be confused with class exploitation. Often the role of 

high-status individuals is very well-meaning, as in commands given by 

caring parents to their children, of concerned husbands and wives to each 

other, or of elderly people to younger ones. In tribal societies . . . the re¬ 

spect accorded to many chiefs is earned, not by hoarding surpluses as a 

means to power but by disposing of them as evidence of generosity. 

There follows a discussion of the complex interrelations of class, hierar¬ 

chies, and the domination of nature culminating in the observation that 

“until human beings cease to live in societies that are structured around 

hierarchies as well as economic classes, we shall never be free of domi¬ 

nation, however much we try to dispel it with rituals, incantations, eco- 

theologies and adoption of seemingly ‘natural’ ways of life.”35 

There is a muddle here that is both revealing and puzzling. Logi¬ 

cally, if the ecological society is to be without hierarchies, then it will 

have to dispense with the parent-child relationship, since this is a hier¬ 

archy according to Bookchin. Perhaps the little ones can be put in an 

autonomously run nursery, where they may learn the joys of freedom, 

preparing their own food and putting themselves to bed at night with¬ 

out anybody telling them what to do. If this is not to his taste and he 

would prefer, like other people, that small children be protected and 

cared for, then Bookchin must be willing to live with hierarchy, which 
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is to say in his terms, domination. Where, then, is the theory of social 

ecology? Ah, but he says that the parent-child relationship is, or at 

least can be, a good hierarchy—a perfectly sensible idea that requires 

us, however, to detach hierarchy from domination. More specifically, 

we need then to concretely specify hierarchies to discern those that are 

harmful for humans and nature. And it also follows that there can be 

no necessary correlation between the domination of humans and that 

of nature, since such a correlation is grounded, according to Bookchin, 
in the generalization “hierarchy = domination.” 

In sum, we have to recognize that certain hierarchies can be 

both ubiquitous and at least potentially good. These would include 

the parent-child relation, but also that of teacher-student, or indeed 

any place in the cultural system where some people have something 

useful to impart to others and claim an authority to do so. Can we 

imagine a surgical operating room without hierarchy? An oceangoing 

ship? In other words, hierarchy is as inherent in the human situation as 

is childhood, culture, and the division of labor. Indeed, hierarchy is a 

concrete manifestation of human being. It is embedded in the very es¬ 

sentials of our species life, in the facts that we are born helpless and 

live through the creation and social transmission of a created world. In 

other words, if you want to eliminate hierarchies, you have to eliminate 
what is specifically human. 

This distinction needs to be clearly drawn. There should be no 

doubt that any hierarchy contains the seeds of domination, and that 

therefore in every instance of hierarchy work has to be done to ensure 

that these dominative potentials are not realized, leading to the over- 

controlling parent, the teacher who stifles the self-expression of the stu¬ 

dent, the surgical operating room that turns into an exhibit of patriar¬ 

chy, and so on. In theoretical terms, what this means is that hierarchies 

need to evolve dialectically through a continuing sublation of their in¬ 

ternal negativities.36 All hierarchies have reciprocal character, which is 

to say, they are never unitary top-down structures except as an ap¬ 

proximation in the extremes of domination. Children, to take the ex¬ 

ample of the most fundamental situation, reveal from earliest infancy a 

capacity to steer the parent-child hierarchy through the immanent logic 

of their emergent self-expression. As this grows, so does the parent 

-child relationship, with the parents growing—hopefully, but as experi¬ 

ence confirms, all too rarely—along with it in a continuous evolution 
of roles and capacities. 

But an evolving hierarchy is not necessarily a disappearing hierar¬ 

chy. Reciprocity should not be confused with identity or the disappear¬ 

ance of structure. Certain differentiations can intrinsically remain and 

be given ordered, that is, hierarchical, status according to experience, 
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wisdom, physical capacity, even symbolic need. We could call this the 

rational exercise of authority, so long as it is recognized that the form 

of reason involved is distinct from that established by the ruling order. 

In any case, this reasoning removes the character of as such from 

hierarchy. It obliges us, rather, to think concretely about hierarchies in 

order to understand how they can be ecodestructive and murderous 

and to be aware of the forms they take as they become so. If there is no 

hierarchy as such then we are back to square one, where the job con¬ 

sists of looking closely at hierarchies and sorting them out. We might 

even find that the bad ones go under the names of Capitalism and Pa¬ 

triarchy, and decide on this basis to give priority to their immediate 

confrontation rather than going the route outlined by Bookchin. Ad¬ 

mittedly, this might require bypassing the libertarian municipalist 

model of social transformation in certain instances, or to be more ex¬ 

act, downgrading it to the status of one pathway among many toward 

social-ecological transformation. If I am not mistaken, however, this 

would be on the whole quite a good thing. It would mean, at the least, 

that we would take the real world—and the rest of the world—a lot 

more seriously than Bookchin would allow. Imagine—seeing ecological 

possibilities in a Marxist-Leninist state, or in peasants who have never 

known the glories of the Enlightenment! These developments are off 

Bookchm’s map; he would most likely warn us against the grave and 

insidious dangers that lay in store if we took them seriously or—Hegel 

forbid!—try to learn from them. But freed from Bookchin’s rigid messi- 

anism, we could do just that. 
Consider, for example, the substantial efforts made toward the de¬ 

velopment of organic agriculture in a Cuba driven to the wall by Soviet 

collapse and U.S. hostility, a project that Peter Rosset and Medea Ben¬ 

jamin have called “unprecedented, with potentially enormous implica¬ 

tions for other countries suffering from the declining sustainability of 

conventional agricultural production.”3' This turn of events is by defi¬ 

nition impossible according to the single vision of social ecology. How¬ 

ever, if we attend to concrete and intermediate formations rather than 

to grand teleological abstractions such as the Ecological Society, we 

would be able to appreciate that there are degrees of freedom for re¬ 

structuring agriculture afforded by the absence of agribusiness (i.e., 

capitalism)—and appreciate, too, the potentialities for growth persist¬ 

ing even in that despised entity, the socialist party-state. The lesson to 

be learned is the importance of getting capitalism off the back not 

that Cuba is a good model for ecological transformation, which it can¬ 

not be, given all the deformations sedimented into Cuban society. 
Then there is the spiritual/ecological radicalism emergent in places 

like the Indian subcontinent, made manifest in such phenomena as the 
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tree-hugging Chipko movement. We might approach this through the 

work of Vandana Shiva, in whose person advanced science (Shiva hav¬ 

ing originally trained as a nuclear physicist), radical feminism, Marx¬ 

ism, and ancient spirituality come together in a working out of dialec¬ 

tic, with important consequences for the critique of science, of 

“development,” and of modernism itself.38 To do so commits neither to 

the fetishization of the East, nor to an ecofeminist “vanguard,” nor to 

any particular spirituality as “the Way” to ecological transformation. 

As with the situation in Cuba, it simply consists of taking a more dif¬ 
ferentiated look at ecological politics. 

The issue is no longer hierarchy as such, but hierarchy as it be¬ 

comes domination—and domination as it is undone to become emanci¬ 

pation. Here a criterion is at hand in the notion of dialectic as the 

emergence of being through negation. Is this occluded or thwarted? 

Then we have an instance of domination. Is the occlusion undone so 

that negations emerge, proliferate, expand, and move toward universal¬ 

ity? Then domination is to that degree overcome, while emancipation 

supervenes. Such an approach fosters concrete engagement with points 

of resistance and transformation as they spontaneously emerge. The ab¬ 

stract denunciation of hierarchy as such favors an equivalently abstract 

kind of politics, with the abstraction filling up with the localization of 

whoever enunciates it. Thus social ecology’s municipalism, rigidly ad¬ 

vanced by Bookchin, is a doctrine unable to be shared with or to learn 

from that 90% and more of the world population who do not share in 

the blessings of the Vermont town, German philosophy, or the emanci¬ 

patory heritage of the white West. There is, in short, a kind of crypto¬ 

racism inherent in social ecology as Bookchin develops the notion, no 
matter how antiracist its individual practitioners may be. 

A more dialectical ecological politics, by contrast, would be open 

to the emergence of multiple points of resistance and social transforma¬ 

tion as these are conditioned in different settings by the forms of domi¬ 

nation peculiar to the ecological crisis, namely, capitalism and patriar¬ 

chy. Thus the ecological society is prefigured in the light of socialism 

and postpatriarchal social relations, for these are the specific negations 

of the prevailing domination of nature even if their positive content has 
not yet been adequately defined. 

Questioning the hierarchy/domination nexus also leads to a re¬ 
thinking of the freedom/justice nexus. Recall that Bookchin’s view sub¬ 

ordinates the latter to the former. This is not just a theoretical issue. Al¬ 

though he makes the customary obeisances to the victims of oppression 

in his writings, anyone familiar with Bookchin’s political practice will 

know that he really does give a lesser role to struggles for a more just, 

egalitarian society as compared to his municipalism and the broad 
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goals of social ecology. To Bookchin, justice is the mere rearrangement 

of inequities, while freedom is the positive good of overcoming hierar¬ 

chy. Freedom is “not only the equality of unequals, but also the en¬ 

largement of our concepts of subjectivity, technics, science and eth¬ 

ics.”39 Justice, stained with the retrograde Marxian emphasis on eco¬ 

nomics, has actually become a bad thing: 

What is so stunning to the careful observer is that if justice never came to 

compensate but merely to reward, its spirit has finally become mean and 

its coinage small. Like every limited ideal, its history has always been 

greater than its present. But the future of justice threatens to betray even 

its claims to have upheld the “rights” of the individual and humanity. For 

as human inequality increases in fact, if not in theory, its ideology of 

equivalence assails the ideal of freedom with its cynical opportunism and 

a sleazy meliorism.40 

Even after we clear away the rhetoric—“stunning,” “betray,” “assails,” 

“cynical,” “sleazy,” and so on—there remains something insufferable 

about this way of thinking, which reduces the struggle against suffering 

and exploitation to an empty gesture, while the real work of overcom¬ 

ing “hierarchy” takes place so that the liberated social ecologist can 

frolic in the polis of the postscarcity utopia. The connoisseur of mental 

projections in Bookchin’s work here finds one more specimen for his or 

her scrapbook, since meanness of spirit and smallness of coinage cer¬ 

tainly apply to this callous passage. Callous and irrelevant too, for the 

notion of a postscarcity conjuncture that opens the way for “freedom” 

was based on a shallow reading of capitalism. The utopian hopes of the 

late 1960s now seem a hoax in a world where 850 million people are 

out of work and mass starvation looms.41 The postscarcity project is 

now on the scrap heap of history, not because the means for overcom¬ 

ing scarcity are not at hand, but because it is more obvious than ever 

that capitalism is not about to let them be realized. 
In any case, if there is no hierarchy/domination in general, then 

there can be no freedom in general as an undoing of same. And if the 

issue is those hierarchies that have turned into domination, then the ap¬ 

proach to emancipation needs to pass through the overcoming of spe¬ 

cific dominations. Another name for this is bringing justice to bear. A 

freedom detached from justice is, frankly, silly; fully developed, it turns 

into one of those New Age parodies Bookchin rightly despises, where 

the comfortable prance freely about their “growth center.” In contrast, 

as anyone who has participated in a campaign for justice can testify, 

the struggle can generate an existential intensity that is the sine qua non 

for real social transformation. Here is where the revolutionary subject 
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is forged, from Marx’s youthful engagement with the wine growers of 

the Moselle to those who fight on for justice in places—of little impor¬ 

tance to Bookchin’s social ecology—like Haiti, Guatemala, and East 

Timor.42 For justice is both individual, in that one particular case has to 

he addressed, and universalizing, in that the emancipation of one can¬ 

not fully take place until the emancipation of all is realized. This rela¬ 

tion gives the various environmental justice movements a value they oc¬ 

cupy in neither the theory nor the practice of Bookchinian social 

ecology.4’ As it is said, “No justice, no peace!,” so may it be added, 
“No justice, no freedom!” 

Toward a Negative Ecology 

I have already observed that the self-contradictory character of 

Bookchin’s libertarianism is reflected in his ontology and notion of dia¬ 

lectic. From another angle, this difficulty inheres in his conception of 

the human—nature boundary. Bookchm wants freedom, but he wants it 

m terms of the unfolding of nature into humanity. This is grounded in 

an Aristotelian notion of entelechy, or nature’s self-generative capacity, 

which finds its self-expression in human being. Thus Bookchm sees hu¬ 

manity as directly continuous with nature: “There seems to be a kind 

of intentionality latent in nature, a graded development of self- 

organization that yields subjectivity and, finally, self-reflexivity in its 
highly developed human form.”44 

One implication of this is a teleological ethic in which what is and 

what ought to be converge toward identity. “Ethics is not merely a mat¬ 

ter of personal taste and values; it is factually anchored in the world it¬ 

self as an objective standard of self-realization.”45 This implies a defi¬ 

nite, preset way toward which the development of things points. “Until 

[things and phenomena] are what they have been constituted to be¬ 

come, they exist in a dynamic tension.”46 Bookchm is at pains to point 

out that such a view only commits one to a general idea of growth and 

development of an ethical sensibility, not to any particular moral con¬ 

tent, nor to a religious framework. “There is an ‘end in view’—not pre¬ 

ordained, to state this point from an ecological viewpoint rather than a 

theological one, but as the actualization of what is implicit in the po¬ 
tential.”42 F 

Nevertheless, Bookchin has a serious problem here, as would any¬ 

one who sought, for ecological reasons, to ground us in nature while 

also postulating freedom as a cardinal human goal. It is hard to see 

how things can be “not preordained,” yet also “constituted to be” 

through an “objective standard of self-realization,” something which is 
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“implicit” and can be actualized. This is, after all, the way homo¬ 

phobes or racists tend to argue. In fact, it is difficult to see how a thor¬ 

oughly repressive naturalization can be avoided unless some principle is 

introduced that, so to speak, introduces plasticity and contingency into 

the schemata of nature where humans are concerned. That is, a chicken 

is pretty well locked in to becoming a chicken who behaves in a quite 

definite, “natural” way. If we found a hen, for example, that insisted 

on hanging out with dogs or showed an interest in Bartok, we would 

be justified in calling that chicken abnormal and looking for some 

wrinkle in the internal wiring or imprinting of said beast. Presumably 

we are not content to regard humans in this vein.48 An individual who 

decides not to have children, or to undergo a sex-change operation, or 

to like or dislike Bartok, or to put a safety-pin in his lip, or to blow up 

a federal office building, or to become an ecological Marxist or a social 

ecologist, may be doing something good, bad, or indifferent, but in any 

case he or she is exercising a very basic aspect of human nature. This 

involves more than “subjectivity” or “self-reflexivity”; there is also 

what may be said to be a tendency to reject the given, whether this be 

defined as inherited social or natural convention. That is, humans are 

very much part of nature, but there is also something in us that is never 

content with nature. That is what the “self” in “self-reflexivity” is 

about—an entity that stands apart, or rather is engaged in a continuing 

dialectic of attachment and separateness in the expression of which na¬ 

ture is necessarily transformed. It seems very much impossible to think 

of a human being who does not function by transforming nature in 

such an expressive way. After all, we are the only species who cooks 

food or adorns the body, or buries the dead with ceremony, or thinks 

about the possible relations between humans and nature—all processes 

that involve the transformation of the given, that is, of nature. 

Therefore, while it is essential to posit a connectedness between 

humanity and nature—any ecological way of being depends upon 

this—the thinker who wants to posit a direct continuity between hu¬ 

manity and nature has a burden to contend with. This is because in the 

very expression of the notion of continuity with nature one is also ex¬ 

pressing discontinuity with nature, and doing so in an entirely human- 

natural way. Thus I would go further: such a thinker is in deep concep¬ 

tual trouble unless she or he specifies some intermediate zone according 

to which the continuity/discontinuity between humans and nature can 

be understood. 
Happily we have such a zone to conceptualize. Call it, if you will, 

the sphere of representation, or the imaginary, or of language, or of 

knowledge—whatever terms you think best to indicate the presence in 

human being of the possibility of a kind of dialectical space in which 
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nature is affirmed/negated. Without such a notion, we either collapse 

human being into nature, or radically split the two apart in Cartesian 
dualism. 

Unhappily, Bookchin does not seem to realize this, for there is no 

such zone conceptualized within his discourse. Or to the extent that he 

realizes it, he rejects it and flees from it. Remarkably, Bookchin is even 

anti-Kantian, in the sense that Kant put the critique of knowledge, or 

epistemology, in the foreground of inquiry. This, for Bookchin, is a 

graver philosophical problem than that of the Cartesian split that so 

aggravates ecological thinkers. Even some of the “best theorists” of 

ecology “commit an error. . . . They have dug their trenches poorly: 

they have defined themselves against Descartes rather than Kant. 

As a result, philosophical theories of nature and the objective ecological 

ethics derived from them are still being created in the false light of the 

‘epistemological turn’ that Kant ultimately gave to Western philoso¬ 
phy.”49 

The epistemological turn Bookchin so abhors contains among 

its components the notion that we should be humble about the limits of 

our knowledge and the kinds of propositions we make about the 

world. Whatever else Kant did, he taught us the virtue of skepticism 

about truth claims. Both modernism and postmodernism agree on this 

point—Marx, Nietzsche, Freud, Foucault, and Derrida alike. But not 

Murray Bookchin. He knows. Nature and history alike are open books 
to the social ecologist cum redeemer. 

By denying a sphere of representation, Bookchin gains justification 

for his dogmatism, since whatever he decides becomes the one true way 

in which nature expresses itself. But he also locks himself into a highly 

objectivistic rendering of human nature. The varieties of interpretation, 

the play of language and the imagination, the exercise, in short, of our 

faculties of freedom—all this Enlightenment is denied as a false light 

Such a maneuver may give rigid support to Bookchin’s prejudices; but 

hke any rigidity, the result is oppressive, stifling, and headed for col¬ 

lapse. The rejection of a concept of representation underlies his inabil¬ 

ity to give the category of hierarchy real substance, since what distin¬ 

guishes dominative from nondominative hierarchies occupies the realm 

of the imaginary. And it enters into the single-visioned repressiveness 

t lat Pervades his work. Without an intermediate sphere of representa¬ 
tion, the negative can no longer be freely admitted into the real. Nature 

unfolds immediately into the human; it must be this way and no other. 

rhe epistemological theme was not merely imagined by Kant. It is 

embedded, rather, in the actualities of human biology, in our dialectical 

relation to nature. Here, in the situation of childhood and the collective 

pro uction of culture, arises the linguistic capacity and the ground of 
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its dialectical efflorescence. The condition of childhood and cul¬ 

ture where, as we have already seen, hierarchies arise “naturally” in 

human existence—is also the condition of the imaginary in the configu¬ 

ration of language and desire. Here occurs the positing of an alterna¬ 

tive, represented universe that cannot be collapsed into the given uni¬ 

verse. Human being is shaped as the coexistence of subjective and 

objective spheres, continually self-transforming. It is a state of differen¬ 

tiation from nature and will never be identical with nature—at least so 

long as people cook their food, adorn their bodies, wonder about the 

universe, and use speech. The differentiation from nature is paralleled 

by the emergence of the human self as the internal universe of the per¬ 

son. This is, no doubt, the source of misery when it turns into greed, 

the will to power or the endless varieties of self-aggrandizement—and 

finds structures such as capitalism and patriarchy for realization. But it 

is also the source of poetry, of music, of love, or indeed, of the ideas of 

freedom and justice. And it is one of the places where the overcoming 

of domination and the reconciliation with nature must occur. 

The presence of a differentiated sphere of representation embeds 

dialectic in human being and thereby raises it to a new level. For what 

is noncollapsing is also mutually negating. It lives by a continual trans¬ 

form of absence/presence, a presentation, a re-presentation, a search for 

the imaginary in the real, and a search for the realization of the imagi¬ 

nary. It is, in sum, the createdness/creativity of subject and object. The 

young Marx recognized the implications of this and incorporated it 

into the foundation for his worldview: 

Man is a directly natural being. . . . The fact that man is an embodied, liv¬ 

ing, real, sentient objective being means that he has real, sensuous objects 

as the objects of his life expression. 

This is the vision that Bookchin claims is based on “the realm of sur¬ 

vival, not the realm of life” (emphasis in original). But there is more to 

Marx’s philosophical anthropology. 

But man is not only a natural being, he is a human natural being. This 

means that he is a being that exists for himself50 . . . that must confirm 

and exercise himself as such in his being and knowledge. Thus human ob¬ 

jects are not natural objects as they immediately present themselves nor is 

human sense, in its purely objective existence, human sensitivity and hu¬ 

man objectivity. Neither nature in its objective aspect nor in its subjective 

aspect is immediately adequate to the human being. And as everything 

natural must have an origin, so man too has his process of origin, history, 

which can, however be known by him and thus is a conscious process of 

origin that transcends itself. History is the true natural history of man.51 
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Humans are natural; they are other than natural. They are both 

subjective and objective, related through negation. They are rest¬ 

less—the given, nature, is not immediately adequate, and in order to 

express their being, they transform nature. They express this subjec¬ 

tively, through language, desire, and the imagination; and they express 

this objectively, by refashioning nature into objects of utility, beauty, 

or—increasingly under capitalism—exchange value. This is what labor 

is about—the labor that makes ideas as well as material things. Labor 

makes history and is given historical content according to its alienation, 

that is, domination, or its emancipation. Later generations—ours—have 

to expand the dialectical content in Marx by concern for what has been 

revealed in the intervening maturation of capitalism, in particular, eco¬ 

logical destruction on a world scale. Dialectical thought now needs to 

incorporate a greater awareness than Marx had of the inherent activity 

and worth of nature. It is perhaps the highest praise that can be given 

Marx to point out that his sense of dialectic was so sure that he built 

into his theory an openness to its own supercession.52 

By the same token, Bookchin closes off his theory when he blocks the 

dialectical opening afforded by the imaginary. All these tendencies come 

together in his treatment of myth, to which I now return to round off this 

study. I have already commented on the following passage, where Book- 
chin attacks myth as the enemy of reason, lashing out at the 

utterly arbitrary character of myth, its lack of any critical correction by 

reason, [which] delivers us to complete falsehoods. Viewed from a primi¬ 

tivistic viewpoint, “freedom” takes on the treacherous form of an absence 

of desire, activity and will—a condition so purposeless that humanity 

ceases to be capable of reflecting upon itself rationally and thereby pre¬ 

venting emerging ruling elites from completely dominating it. In such a 

mythic and mystified—world, there would be no basis for being guarded 
against hierarchy or for resisting it.53 

Looked at more closely, this becomes less a defense of freedom and ra¬ 

tionality than a fear of receptivity. Openness to myth, that is to say, the 

collective imaginary, implies, for Bookchin, a destructive, terrifying re¬ 

gression to a state of archaic oneness with the universe, the “oceanic 

experience. The dangers of the mythic sensibility in general are repre¬ 

sented for Bookchin by one particular myth drawn from the Odyssey, 

that of the Lotus Eaters. In this legend, Odysseus’s men lose their way 

on the island of the Lotus Eaters. They become drugged, forgetful, they 

lose their identity and live in a timeless immediacy. In short, they be¬ 

come babies. This is not my interpretation of Bookchin, but Bookchin’s 
own reading of this legend: 
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Indeed, the island of the Lotus Eaters is a regressive myth of a return to 

infancy and passivity, when the newly born merely responds to caresses, a 

full breast, and is lulled into sedated receptivity by an ever-attentive 

mother. . . . [And thus] to retreat back into myth, today, is to lay the basis 

for a dangerous quietism that thrusts us beyond the threshold of history 

into the dim, often imagined, and largely atavistic world of prehistory. 

Such a retreat obliges us to forget history and the wealth of experience it 

has to offer. Personality dissolves into a vegetative state that antedates 

animal development and nature’s evolutionary thrust toward greater sen¬ 

sibility and subjectivity. Thus even “first nature” is libeled, degraded, and 

denied its own rich dynamic in favor of a frozen and static image of the 

natural world where the richly coloured evolution of life is painted in 

washed-out pastels, bereft of form, activity, and self-directiveness.54 

A bizarre statement, this, in which the germ of repressive intoler¬ 

ance is set forth. These are, first of all, the words of someone who 

thinks very literally. Bookchin starts interpreting, but then freezes in his 

tracks. He cannot seem to comprehend that one can move safely in and 

out of the sphere of representations. It is as if he does not realize that, 

barring psychosis or the abuse of drugs, the imagination and the per¬ 

ception of external reality do not collapse one into the other. That is, 

one can play with the imaginary and live to tell the tale. Indeed, one 

must play with the imaginary in order to fully develop as a human be¬ 

ing. It is how we both strengthen and refresh ourselves. But to do so 

one must be able to feel for the possibilities of representation, a posi¬ 

tion closed off by “naturalism.” 

Second, these are the words of the typically masculinist position, 

fearing merger with the archaic mother and therefore establishing a 

kind of hypertrophic rationalism that sharply discriminates between 

subject and object. This position is, needless to add, depressingly famil¬ 

iar in the modern history of the West and specifically associated with 

the enemies of the ecological worldview. 

Finally, this censorious attitude has a multiply repressive effect. It 

blocks not only the mythic worldview, with its immanent rationality, 

but closes off all radical spirituality. What implications does Bookchin’s 

fear of regression have for Buddhist or Taoist conceptions of the Void? 

Are we to assume that these are simply infantilisms? That they lack the 

rationality of the clear-minded? That their lessons as to the reconcilia¬ 

tion with nature and the critique of domination are meaningless?^ 

But perhaps enough has been said of the intellectual misadventures 

of Murray Bookchin. The great goal he has outlined—a free society in 

harmony with nature—remains the most fundamental project of all. In 

working to realize it, we should keep before us the famous aphorism of 

Terrence.56 For we will not find our way home, this being the hidden 
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text of ecology, until we are open to the entire universe, inner as well as 

outer, negative as well as affirmative, until it can be truly said that 

nothing human has been made alien to us. 
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Notes 

1. The principle works considered here, with page references keyed in 

the notes are: Toward an Ecological Society (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 

1980) [T£S]; Post-Scarcity Anarchism, 2nd ed. (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 

1986) [PSA]; The Ecology of Freedom (Palo Alto, CA: Cheshire Books, 1982) 
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2. As the great hymn at the beginning of Milton ends: “I will not cease 

from Mental Fight, / Nor shall my Sword sleep in my hand, / Till we have built 

Jerusalem / In England’s green & pleasant Land” (William Blake, Milton [Boul¬ 
der, CO: Shambala, 1978]), p. 62. 

A brief personal note may be in order. For a while I to embraced social 

ecology and considered myself a comrade of Bookchin’s. Having come into this 

area relatively late in my political and intellectual evolution, I was disposed to 

adopt the doctrine that seemed the most radical and comprehensive, and this 

appeared best exemplified by Bookchin s work. I made three appearances at 

the summer Institute for Social Ecology in Vermont, and belonged to the Left 

Green Network of the Green Party, both of which were heavily influenced by 

Bookchin. This essay represents the working out of a slowly growing convic¬ 

tion that arose on the basis of this experience that certain aspects of Bookchin’s 

thought needed fundamental critique. It should also be noted that, although 

the Left Green Network is more or less defunct, perhaps for reasons having to 

do with the themes raised by this essay, I remain active in the Green Party and 
regard it as a potential force for radical change. 

3. PSE, p. 29. Here and hereafter, quotes not followed by note numbers 

aie from the same work and page of Bookchin’s as the next quote that is at¬ 
tributed. 

4. EE, p. 270. 

5. RS, p. 102. 

6. RS, p. 101. 

7. EF, p. 3. 
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8. EF, p. 4. 

9. Murray Bookchin, The Spanish Anarchists (New York: Harper & 

Row, 1977). This book is one of Bookchin’s finest achievements. 

10. In addition to the above, see, e.g., Lewis Herber (pseudonym). Our 

Synthetic Environment (New York: Knopf, 1962)—published the same year as 

Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring. For the synthesis of Bookchin’s municipalism, 

see The Rise of Urbanization and the Decline of Citizenship (San Francisco: Si¬ 

erra Club, 1987). Bookchin also played a role in the emergence of the German 

Greens during the 1970s, and is virtually the only American ecological thinker 

taken seriously by them. 

11. For a recapitulation of this quarrel, in which Bookchin backs away 

from his more strident denunciation while under a degree of public pressure, 

see Murray Bookchin and Dave Foreman, Defending the Earth: A Dialogue be¬ 

tween Murray Bookchin and Dave Foreman, ed. Steve Chase (Boston: South 

End Press, 1991). 

12. EF, p. 14. 

13. See Joel Kovel, History and Spirit (Boston: Beacon Press, 1991) for 

an elaboration of this notion. 

14. EF, p. 352. 

15. RS, pp. 166-167. 

16. EF, p. 306. 

17. RS, p. 165. 

18. RS, p. 11. 

19. RS, p. 163. 

20. RS, p. 162. 

21. For a sense of the debate, see John Clark, “Marx’s Inorganic Body,” 

in Zimmerman, ed., Environmental Philosophy, John Bellamy Foster, “Marx 

and the Environment,” Monthly Review 47, July-August, 1995. Clark, who 

was long associated with Bookchin, argues his anti-Marxism much more fairly 

and sophisticatedly than Bookchin himself, while Foster gives a vigorous de¬ 

fense of Marx. 

22. EF, p. 304. 

23. Lawrence Krader, trans. and ed., The Ethnological Notebooks of Karl 

Marx (Assen, The Netherlands: van Gorcum, 1972); Franklin Rosemont, “Karl 

Marx and the Iroquois,” Arsenal/Surrealist Subversion 4 (Chicago: Black Swan 

Press, 1989)—the quote is from p. 212; Raya Dunayevskaya, Rosa Luxem¬ 

burg, Womens Liberation, and Marx’s Philosophy of Revolution (Atlantic 

Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press, 1981), ix. 

24. TES, p. 16. 

25. RS, p. 136. 

26. RS, pp. 136-137. 

27. RS, p. 84. 

28. EF, p. 225; RS, pp. 174, 191. 
29. PSA, p. 232. The broadside in question was “Listen Marxist!,” a 

pamphlet first distributed at a Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) conven¬ 

tion in 1969 and reprinted in Post-Scarcity Anarchism. Two features about this 

work deserve some emphasis. First, the “Marxist” in the title immediately re- 
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Chapter 2 

Divining Evolution 
and Respecting Evolution 

ROBYN ECKERSLEY 

Divining Evolution: The Ecological Ethics 
of Murray Bookchin 

In this essay I provide an exposition and critique of the ecological eth¬ 

ics of Murray Bookchin. First, I show how Bookchin draws on ecology 

and evolutionary biology to produce a mutually constraining cluster of 

ethical guidelines to underpin and justify his vision of a nonhierarchical 

ecological society. I then critically examine Bookchin’s method of justi¬ 

fication and the normative consequences that flow from his position. I 

argue that Bookchin’s enticing promise that his ecological ethics offers 

the widest realm of freedom to all life forms is undermined by the way 

in which he distinguishes and privileges “second nature” (the human 

realm) over “first nature” (the nonhuman realm). I conclude that 

Bookchin’s promise can only be delivered by a biocentric philosophy 
(which he rejects) rather than by his own ecological ethics. 

Introduction 

It has become unfashionable for social and political theorists to ground 

political norms in biological theory or a philosophy of nature. Many of 

the more famous past attempts to explain, “naturalize,” or justify a cer¬ 

tain political state of affairs by recourse to “the way things are” have 

been dismissed in more modern times as mere apologies for different 

forms of political domination, whether it be oligarchy (Plato), slavery 
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(Aristotle), hierarchy (Aquinas), or capitalism (Spencer).1 One of the 

legacies of such critiques has been a general detachment from the life 

sciences on the part of social and political theorists that has served to 

reinforce the conceptual cleavage in Western thought between culture 

and nature, between human history and natural history, and between 

the human and the nonhuman. This, in turn, has reinforced the view 

that humans are somehow “above” nature, that they are technically 

able and morally obliged, indeed destined, to adapt nature to human 

ends. While this widespread view is now being increasingly challenged 

on many fronts by environmental philosophers in the wake of the envi¬ 

ronmental crisis, social and political theorists have been slow to ques¬ 

tion the human domination of nature and to search for ways of tran¬ 

scending the nature/culture schism in Western thought. 

A notable exception is Murray Bookchin. Over the past three dec¬ 

ades, Bookchin’s numerous publications on “social ecology” have 

sought to undermine the cleavage between the social and the natural 

and to restore a sense of continuity between human society and the 

creative process of natural evolution as the basis for the reconstruction 

of a communitarian or anarchist politics.2 Bookchin describes his 

thought as carrying forward the “Western organismic tradition” repre¬ 

sented by scholars such as Aristotle, Hegel, and, more recently, Hans 

Jonas—a tradition that is process-oriented and concerned to elicit the 

“logic” of evolution.3 According to Bookchin, the role of an ecological 

ethics is “to help us distinguish which of our actions serve the thrust of 

natural evolution and which of them impede it.”4 For Bookchin, evolu¬ 

tion is developmental and dialectical, moving from the simple to the 

complex, from the abstract and homogeneous to the particular and dif¬ 

ferentiated, ultimately toward greater individuation and freedom or 

selfhood.5 Social ecology—a communitarian anarchism rooted in an or¬ 

ganismic philosophy of nature—is presented as the “natural” political 

philosophy for the green movement because it has grasped the true 

grain of nature and can promise the widest realm of freedom for both 

nature and society.6 

Bookchin’s ideas are diffuse and wide-ranging. Indeed, the sheer 

breadth of subjects he covers in his writings is both his source of 

strength and his weakness, making assessment of his work a challeng¬ 

ing and difficult task. In this essay, I will focus on only one aspect of 

his work (albeit a very important one), namely, the ecological ethics de¬ 

rived from his philosophy of nature. Specifically, I will show how 

Bookchin draws on biological theory (particularly ecology and evolu¬ 

tionary biology) to develop an ecological ethics that provides the basis 

of, and the justification for, his vision of a nonhierarchical, ecological 

society.7 The central question I examine is whether his synthesis of bio- 



60 DIALECTICS AND ETHICS 

logical and political ideas is a coherent and desirable one from both a 

methodological and normative standpoint. As to method, has Bookchin 

managed to transcend some of the criticisms that have discredited pre¬ 

vious attempts to ground a political philosophy in this way? As to eth¬ 

ics, how far does he go in challenging the human domination of na¬ 

ture? This question is of particular interest to those who have sought to 

comprehend the basis of Bookchin’s recent scathing attacks on the bio¬ 
centric philosophy of deep ecology.8 

I show that Bookchin’s claim that his ethics is objectively anchored in 

evolution arises from his reworking of the Hegelian dialectic in ecological 

terms. However, this idiosyncratic use of the term objective cannot serve 

to justify his ethics in the way that he would like. Social ecology is best un¬ 

derstood and described as an ecologically inspired utopianism since it 

seeks to foster certain potential evolutionary pathways that are felt to be 

desirable and attainable but are by no means “objectively right” in the or¬ 

dinary sense of the term, that is, independently verifiable as the “true” 

path. Moreover, while Bookchin’s organismic philosophy may have tran¬ 

scended the nature/culture schism, it has only partially undermined the 

idea that we should dominate nature. In particular, his promising claim 

that his ecological ethics offers the widest realm of freedom to all life 

forms is undercut by the way he develops his distinction between first and 

second nature (corresponding to the nonhuman and human realms, re¬ 

spectively). Indeed, I argue that there is a certain arrogance in his claim 

that humans have now discerned the course of evolution, which they have 

an obligation to further, on the ground that it ultimately favors human at¬ 

tributes over the attributes of other life forms and therefore cannot deliver 

his central promise of freedom or self-directedness writ large. 

The Dialectics of Nature 

In his magnum opus, The Ecology of Freedom, Bookchin has developed 

a philosophy of nature that is presented as being objectively anchored 

in natural history insofar as it recognizes the reality and thrust of evo¬ 

lution. All we need to do, Bookchin argues, is to permit nature “to 

open itself to us ethically on its own terms.”9 If we allow this, then we 
will find that nature, far from being amoral, 

exhibits a self-evolving patterning, a “grain,” so to speak, that is implic¬ 

itly ethical. Mutualism, freedom, and subjectivity are not strictly human 

values or concerns. They appear, however germinally, in larger cosmic and 

organic processes that require no Aristotelian God to motivate them, no 
Hegelian Spirit to vitalize them.10 
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Bookchin holds that truth and meaning lie in a self-organizing nature 

rather than in a transcendent God or Spirit. Although arguing that 

humans are simply part of “nature rendered self-conscious,” he does 

not deny “the high degree of nisus, of self-organization and self¬ 

creation, inherent in nonhuman phenomena,” all of which are “im- 

manently and creatively constituted.”11 According to Bookchin, hu¬ 

man consciousness and reason emerged out of a wider realm of sub¬ 

jectivity that inheres in all phenomena: “The gradual emergence of 

mind in the natural history of life is part of the larger landscape of 

subjectivity itself ... a common bond of primal subjectivity inheres 

in the very organization of matter itself.”12 This larger landscape of 

subjectivity or mentality “inheres in nature as a whole—specifically 

in the long development of increasingly complex forms of substance 

over the course of natural history.”13 
Bookchin argues that we can only understand an organism by 

looking at its history, by making sense of the way it has developed over 

time, both as an entity and in relation to its environment. His explora¬ 

tion of natural history and his reading of recent developments in the 

life sciences has led him to a particular teleological14 interpretation of 

nature that combines the insights of ecology (which focuses more on 

the spatial orientation of phenomena and the interconnections between 

organisms within an ecosystem) and evolutionary biology (which fo¬ 

cuses more on patterns of change and the ways in which natural phe¬ 

nomena develop over time). In Bookchin’s view, nature does not de¬ 

velop blindly or randomly, but rather dialectically and with a general 

directionality that is encapsulated in the ecological principles of diver¬ 

sity (or unity in diversity), complexity, mutualism (or complementar¬ 

ity—capturing the interdependent and nonhierarchical character of the 

ecosystem), and spontaneity. (Bookchin often speaks of fecundity and 

creativity, but these descriptions appear to be collective attributes of the 

principles already mentioned.15) Moreover, unlike Leopold’s land ethic, 

which endorses those actions that tend to preserve the “integrity, stabil¬ 

ity, and beauty of the biotic community,” Bookchin’s ecological ethics 

place a greater emphasis on novelty and change. Distilled into the pithy 

Leopoldian format, Bookchin’s ecological ethics would run as follows: 

“A thing is right when it tends to foster the diversity, complexity, com¬ 

plementarity, and spontaneity of the ecosystem. It is wrong when it 

tends otherwise.” While each of these qualities is heralded as an impor¬ 

tant end in itself,16 taken together they are also presented as tending to¬ 

ward still higher norms, what might be called more advanced forms of 

subjectivity—freedom, reason, and selfhood—the ultimate desideratum 

of evolution. In Bookchin’s own words, “The striving of life toward a 

greater complexity of selfhood—a striving that yields increasing degrees 
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of subjectivity—constitutes the internal or immanent impulse of evolu¬ 
tion toward growing self-awareness.”17 

There are certain parallels here between Bookchin’s organismic 

philosophy and the interdisciplinary philosophy of the French theolo¬ 

gian Teilhard de Chardin, although they should not be pressed too far. 

Both thinkers understand the evolutionary process in terms of advanc¬ 

ing subjectivity that has reached its most developed form in humans, 

who have become “nature rendered self-conscious,” at the helm of evo¬ 

lution. However, unlike Teilhard de Chardin, who sees the evolutionary 

process dissolving in an omega point of organic oneness, Bookchin sees 

evolution as continuing to unfold toward ever increasing degrees of 
subjectivity. 

Nature and the Grounding of Ethics 

The above principles provide the foundation of Bookchin’s entire social 

and political philosophy. While Bookchin presents them as mutually re¬ 

inforcing ends in themselves, he gives diversity a special status as a 

guarantor of ongoing freedom, an aspect of Bookchin’s ecological eth¬ 

ics that has been further developed in essays published after The Ecol¬ 
ogy of Freedom: 

Diversity may be regarded as a source not only of greater ecocommunity 

stability; it may also be regarded in a very fundamental sense as an ever- 

expanding, albeit nascent, source of freedom within nature, a medium for 

objectively anchoring varying degrees of choice, self-directedness, and 

participation by life-forms in their own evolution.18 

Accordingly, says Bookchin, we ought to foster natural diversity rather 

than monocultures, for rendering “nature more fecund, varied, whole, 

and integrated may well constitute the hidden desiderata of natural 
evolution.”19 

In his more recent book, The Modern Crisis, Bookchin has reiter¬ 
ated the basic themes set out in The Ecology of Freedom in terms of 

two mutually reinforcing concepts: participation and differentiation.20 

The former seeks to capture the symbiotic, mutualistic character of in¬ 

teractions between plants and animals within ecocommumties, while 

the latter underscores the stability and nascent freedom engendered by 

variety and complexity: “The greater the differentiation, the wider is 

t e degree of participation in elaborating the world of life. An ecologi- 

cal ethics not only affirms life, it also focuses on the creativity of 

life. In short, the more participatory and differentiated an ecocom- 
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munity, the more its human and nonhuman inhabitants are seen to be 

able to realize their individual and collective forms of “selfhood.” 

Bookchin thus reaffirms his central claim that his ecological ethics 

promises the widest realm of freedom for both nature and society. At the 

same time, Bookchin presents his ethics as unifying his natural and social 

philosophy by showing that what is authentic and good for humanity is 

authentic and good for nature (and vice versa). Such fitting ethical sym¬ 

metry is presented as flowing naturally from social ecology and as giving 

rise to clear political imperatives such as developing ecotechnologies and 

ecocommunities that foster diversity, participation, and self-management. 

Herein lies the justification for Bookchin’s vision of a self-directed, anar¬ 

chist society in which human inhabitants are fully aware of their special 

evolutionary responsibilities. In Bookchin’s view, 

It is eminently natural for humanity to create a second nature from its 

evolution in first nature. By second nature, I refer to humanity’s develop¬ 

ment of a uniquely human culture, a wide variety of institutionalized hu¬ 

man communities, an effective human technics, a richly symbolic lan¬ 

guage, and a carefully managed source of nutriment.22 

The important issue, argues Bookchin, is to show how second nature is 

derived from first nature and to discern the libertarian pathways that 

are open to it. In Bookchin’s words, “We cannot hope to find humani¬ 

ty’s ‘place in nature’ without knowing how it emerged from nature with 

all its problems and possibilities. Our result yields a creative paradox: 

second nature in an ecological society would be the actualization of 

first nature’s potentiality to achieve mind and truth.”2j 

According to Bookchin, since there is no road back from second 

nature to first nature, there must be “a radical integration of second 

nature with first nature along far-reaching ecological lines.”24 Bookchin 

thus writes an active human presence into nature, enabling it to “act 

upon itself rationally, defined mainly by co-ordinates created by na¬ 

ture’s potential for freedom and conceptual thought.”25 Minimally, 

Bookchin’s ecological ethics demands human stewardship of the planet, 

which involves “new ecocommunities, ecotechnologies, and an abiding 

ecological sensibility that embodies nature’s thrust toward self- 

reflexivity.”26 

Ethical Naturalism 

Bookchin describes his organismic philosophy of nature as transcending 

both ethical subjectivism and relativism because it is objectively an- 
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chored in nature. The word objectively is used here in a neo-Hegelian 

sense to mean “based on a mode of dialectical reasoning that is projec¬ 

tive and sharply critical.”27 When Bookchin claims that his ethics is ob¬ 

jective, he means that it is based on potentialities that are actually la¬ 

tent in nature, potentialities that really exist as concrete possibilities 
standing beyond the present: 

That possibilities, i.e., the actualizations of very existential potentialities, 

could be regarded as “objective” is quite as valid as the notion that an 

oak tree objectively inheres in an acorn. Ethically, this is a highly illumi¬ 

nating approach. It establishes a standard of fulfillment—an objective 

“good,” as it were—that literally informs the existential with a goal of 

objective fulfillment, just as we say in everyday life that an individual who 

does not “live up” to his or her capabilities is an unfulfilled person and, 

in a sense, less than a “real” person.28 

The same analogy is extended further in The Modern Crisis, in which 

Bookchin argues that what is potential in an acorn that yields an oak 

tree or in a human embryo that yields a mature, creative adult is 

equivalent to what is potential in nature that yields society and what is 

potential in society that yields freedom, selfhood and consciousness.”29 

This analogy is both telling and problematic. In drawing a parallel 

between the developmental path of an acorn, a human embryo, nature, 

and finally society as if all have an equally discernible objective stan¬ 

dard of fulfillment Bookchin is collapsing ontogenetic development 

(i.e., the sequence of events involved in the development of an individ¬ 

ual organism) into phylogenetic evolution (i.e., the sequence of events 

involved in the evolution of the human species, including its culture). 

Even at the level of ontogenetic development, it is a very confusing 

analogy, since the similarities between an acorn and a human embryo 

are essentially confined to the growth patterns of the physical organ¬ 

ism; they tell us nothing about consciousness or about what humans 

may properly value or do with their hands and tools. The analogy thus 

begs the question as to what characterizes a mature and fulfilled adult 

psychologically, intellectually, and ethically. More importantly, there are 

very real limits to the extent to which the “objective” developmental 

path of an acorn can be reasonably compared with that of the human 

species as a whole and, in particular, with that immensely more com¬ 

plex and open-ended phenomenon we call human society. Indeed, how 

can it be said that there exists some objective standard of fulfillment la¬ 

tent within human society itself, urging it toward mind and truth? Why 

are not all of the myriad potential paths of human development also 

objective and desirable ones in Bookchin’s sense? What is it about 
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Bookchin’s evolutionary path of mutuality, diversity, and “advancing 

subjectivity” that makes it the good and true path as compared to, say, 

Herbert Spencer’s struggle of the fittest? 

In his effort to advance his principle of mutualism or complemen¬ 

tarity in nature, Bookchin has done more than take sides with Peter 

Kropotkin and his theory of “mutual aid”: he not only emphasizes the 

prevalence of symbiosis as part of the implicit moral fabric of nature, 

he downplays and at times redefines in more benign terms what would 

ordinarily pass as competitive or aggressive behavior by nonhuman ani¬ 

mals (e.g., such behavior is defined as episodic, instinctual chainlike 

links between individuals rather than as the result of institutionalized 

hierarchy).30 (The latter, incidentally, is seen as peculiar to human soci¬ 

ety and identified as the root of our social and ecological problems.) 

Bookchin is right to point out that, too often, our descriptions of na¬ 

ture are anthropomorphic projections that are then used for social ends 

(e.g., justifying social stratification). In this respect, he is keen to disso¬ 

ciate social ecology from what he sees as previous reactionary attempts 

to appeal to the authority of nature to justify political domination (e.g., 

fascism, scientific socialism, and sociobiology). But isn’t Bookchin 

caught in his own criticism? Isn’t his “mutualistic” nature one more an¬ 

thropomorphic projection? How can Bookchin’s claims that nature is 

neither hierarchical nor egalitarian, neither evil nor virtuous,31 be rec¬ 

onciled with his claim (quoted earlier) that the patterns in nature (em¬ 

bodied in his ecological principles) are “implicitly ethical”? Bookchin 

has argued that nature is merely the ground of his ethics rather than the 

paradigm or model. Yet this is hard to grasp alongside his statement 

that “My definition of the term ‘libertarian’ is guided by my descrip¬ 

tion of the ecosystem: the image of unity in diversity, spontaneity, and 

the complementary relationships, free of hierarchy and domination.”32 

If this is not a paradigm or model, then what is? Moreover, merely as¬ 

serting that these principles constitute an “objective” statement of what 

is implicit in nature does nothing to elevate such principles over other 

potential pathways of evolution. 
Bookchin claims that his ecological principles and the ultimate 

norms they serve are verified in the processes of real life. ” However, 

his case rests on intuitive reasoning and ingenious rhetorical questions 

rather than on testable hypotheses. For example, he scorns any attempt 

to explain the development of natural phenomena as a purely chance 

event: 

To invoke mere fortuity as the deus ex macbina of a sweeping, superbly 

organized development that lends itself to concise mathematical explana¬ 

tions is to use the accidental as a tomb for the explanatory.34 
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Bookchin’s philosophy of nature is predicated on the intuition that 

there must be a telos (in the sense of a general directionality as distinct 

from a fixed end) in nature by virtue of the wondrous patterns it re¬ 
veals: 

From the ever-greater complexity and variety that raises sub-atomic parti¬ 

cles through the course of evolution to those conscious, self-reflective 

life-forms called human beings, we cannot help but speculate about the 

existence of a broadly conceived telos and latent subjectivity in substance 

itself that eventually yields intellectuality.35 

Yet Bookchin’s derivation of this latent subjectivity or immanent striv¬ 

ing from the outward results of evolution is presented more or less as a 

fait accompli, as something that is intuitively self-evident once it is 

pointed out. In a characteristically rhetorical mode, he asks why is it 

that the onus of proof should lie on the shoulders of those who argue 

that nature does have a telos rather than on the shoulders of the likes 

of Bertrand Russell, with his image of humanity as an accidental 

spark in an empty meaningless void.”’6 This is indeed a good question, 

but it cannot thereby serve to raise Bookchin’s own presuppositions 

and theoretical constructs to a privileged status simply by reversing the 
onus of proof. 

It would seem less confusing and more to the point for Bookchin 

to focus on the desirability rather than the supposed objectivity of the 

ends that his ecological ethics serves, for his claim that his ethics has 

discerned the true telos of nature is highly contentious and cannot per¬ 

form the work of shoring up his ethics in the way that he would like. 

That it is contentious is apparent from his very method of reasoning. 

Bookchin’s ethical naturalism rejects the sharp fact/value divide of 

hypothetico-deductive logic by insisting that ethics is part of, or at least 

implied by, the natural world. Judgments about the “goodness” of an 

action are seen to be factual or objective judgments about what is con¬ 

ducive to the fulfillment of certain natural ends or tendencies. Evolu¬ 

tionary biology and ecology are treated as both objective and norma¬ 

tive sciences in that they not only tell us what reality is like, but also 

provide a “deep wisdom” as to what we ought to value. On this point 

Bookchin is untroubled by the logical difficulties associated with deriv- 

ing u° :°U?h,r f\°m an “is”~an impasse that Callicott has described 
as the “Achilles heel” of academic environmental ethics.37 This Hu¬ 

mean dichotomy, argues Bookchin, is a “positivistic mousetrap” that 

is not [so much] a problem in logic as it is a problem in ethics and the 

ngn of the ethical “ought” to enjoy an objective status. . . . Speculative 

philosophy is by definition a claim by reason to extend itself beyond the 
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given state of affairs. ... To remain within the “is” in the name of logical 

consistency is to deny reason the right to assert goals, values, and social 

relationships that provide a voice to the claims of ecology as a social dis¬ 

cipline.38 

Bookchin is critical of hypothetico-deductive logic and argues instead 

for a mode of thinking that is structured around what he calls eduction, 

that is, a phased process that renders “the latent possibilities of phe¬ 

nomena fully manifest and articulated.”39 In Bookchtn’s own words, 

such an approach is creative because it ceaselessly contrasts “the free, 

rational, and moral actuality of ‘what-could-be’ that inheres in nature’s 

thrust toward self-reflexivity with the existential reality of ‘what-is.’ ”40 

How, then, does Bookchin manage to persuade others as to the 

rightness of his ecological ethics? It is not enough simply to invoke the 

authority of nature as known by science, since even if Bookchin is right 

in his argument that there is a telos in nature, this discovery does not in 

itself tell us why we ought to further it. Yet Bookchin’s discussion (par¬ 

ticularly in the Epilogue to the Ecology of Freedom) of recent develop¬ 

ments in science, which are claimed to corroborate his teleological view 

of nature and hence his naturalistic ethics, comes very close to this 

form of argument. He thus joins that long line of ethical naturalists, re¬ 

ferred to by Donald Worster, who, “critical of scientific thought [i.e., its 

mechanistic and materialist outlook], have nonetheless found their way 

back to science, finding its authority indispensable.”41 As Worster has 

observed, the argument is that “the ‘Is’ of nature must become the 

‘Ought’ of humanity. Ever since Immanual Kant peremptorily severed 

the two, men have been trying to stitch them back together, most re¬ 

cently through ecology.”42 But as Worster has noted, the “Ought” ap¬ 

pears to be shaping the “Is”: 

In the case of the ecological ethic, for instance, one might say that its pro¬ 

ponents picked out their values first and only afterwards came to science 

for its stamp of approval. It might have been the better part of honesty if 

they had come out and announced that, for some reason or by some per¬ 

sonal standard or value, they were constrained to promote a deeper sense 

of integration between man and nature, a more-than-economic related¬ 

ness—and to let all the appended scientific arguments go. “Ought” might 

then be its own justification, its own defense, its own persuasion, regard¬ 

less of what “Is.”43 

Seizing the Helm of Evolution 

What, then, are the normative arguments that underpin Bookchin’s eco¬ 

logical ethics? It is here that the reader is invited to imagine the alterna- 
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tive world proffered by Bookchin and to decide whether it might not be 

more authentic and rewarding than the ecological and social monocul¬ 

ture that is increasingly becoming the “price” of modern society. Diver¬ 

sity, argues Bookchin, is a particularly desirable goal because it prom¬ 

ises relief from a culturally impoverished society and a denuded 

landscape; from a longer term perspective, it also provides a potential 

or embryonic form of future freedom by opening up a greater number 

of evolutionary pathways, ultimately enabling species to play a more 

active and creative role in their own evolution. What is more, not only 

will our future be assured if we foster diversity, but we and other life 

forms will also be able to enjoy a greater capacity for freedom and 
creativity. 

So far so good. But can Bookchin’s ethics really deliver the kind of 

freedom promised, that is, freedom in nature writ large? If we foster di¬ 

versity and mutualism along the lines urged by Bookchin, will the po¬ 

tential for self-directedness in nonhuman life forms also expand along 

with that of humans? I argue that a close examination of Bookchin’s 

philosophy reveals serious cross-purposes that tend to undermine his 

central promise that his ecological ethics guarantees the widest realm of 

freedom to all life forms. I argue that these problems largely stem from 

the way in which he distinguishes and privileges second nature over 

first nature and from his presumptuous conclusions concerning the 

state of human understanding of ecological and evolutionary processes. 

While Bookchin takes pains to point out that ecocommunities are in¬ 

terdependent and nonhierarchical, he nonetheless sees humans as occupy¬ 

ing a very special role within ecocommunities, for it is through humans as 

second nature that first nature is now able to act upon itself rationally. 

That is, we are nature rendered self-conscious, and provided that we act 

rationally in Bookchin s terms, we will be able to further “first nature’s 

potentiality to achieve mind and truth.”44 This creative role assigned to 

humans in fostering nature’s evolution is the essential basis upon which 

Bookchin lejects asceticism, stoicism, biocentrism, or any worldview that 

he interprets as involving the “quietistic surrender” or resignation by hu¬ 

mans to the natural order. Bookchin interprets such approaches (quite 

wrongly, as will be seen, in the case of deep ecology) as idolizing and reify¬ 

ing nature, setting it apart from a “fallen humanity”—an approach that 

Bookchin claims is an insult to humanity by denying us our creative role 

in evolution. I here must be an infusion of human values into nature, he 

argues, because humans are the fulfillment of a major tendency in natural 

evolution. Indeed, Bookchin claims that our uniqueness cannot be em¬ 

phasized too strongly, for “it is in this very human rationality that nature 

ultimately actualizes its own evolution of subjectivity over long aeons of 
neural and sensory development.”4^ 
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The clear message of Bookchin’s ethics, then, is that humanity, as a 

self-conscious “moment” in nature’s dialectic, has a responsibility to ra¬ 

tionally direct the evolutionary process, which in Bookchin’s terms 

means fostering a more diverse, complex, and fecund biosphere. In¬ 

deed, we may “create more fecund gardens than Eden itself.”47 

What is troubling about this stance is that Bookchin’s vision of hu¬ 

man stewardship does not qualify how and to what extent our respon¬ 

sibility is to be discharged. Indeed, Bookchin seems to be urging us to 

take active steps to speed up the evolutionary process and become “al- 

genists” in Rifkin’s sense of the term, albeit in the name of ecological 

freedom rather than in the name of power and profit. But where is the 

line to be drawn? Should we enlist the aid of computers and the latest 

biotechnology and step up the selective breeding of plants and animals 

so as to foster the development of more complex ecosystems and more 

intelligent species? Take, for example, Bookchin’s central principle of 

diversity. One can envisage the greening of deserts to enhance ecosys¬ 

tem diversity, the speeding up of the international trade in seeds and 

sperm, the growth of “gene banks” and gene splicing, and the prolif¬ 

eration of “exotic” species of flora and fauna in native ecosystems. 

These are all troubling scenarios for those concerned with the preserva¬ 

tion of native ecosystems, for whom the fostering of more diverse eco¬ 

systems (in terms of number of species or habitat) is not necessarily 

more “valuable” than simpler ecosystems in which the result is the dis¬ 

placement of local species by opportunistic weeds and feral animals. 

Ecologists have shown that attempts to “manage” ecosystems to ensure 

maximum diversity can often wind up increasing the number of mar¬ 

ginal or nonindigenous species in a given area.48 

There is, of course, another approach to ensuring biological diver¬ 

sity, and that is to do so in situ through the preservation of large tracts 

of wilderness (an approach strongly favored by deep ecologists). Book- 

chin, however, has said very little on the subject of wilderness preserva¬ 

tion as compared to, say, organic agriculture practices.49 Indeed, as a 

measure to promote diversity in terms of Bookchin’s ecological ethics, 

the preservation of wilderness seems somehow too Leopoldian, too 

concerned with the stability and the maintenance (as distinct from the 

cultivation) of diversity, too prepared to allow the process of succession 

and genetic change to take place in historical and evolutionary time, 

and thus too passive.50 
Whatever Bookchin’s intentions, the above scenarios are presented 

as implications that can reasonably be drawn from his theoretical posi¬ 

tion, particularly that elaborated in his post-Ecology of Freedom writ¬ 

ings. Indeed, the diversity example serves to bring into sharper relief 

the major difference between Bookchin’s ethics and a biocentric ap- 
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proach. As we have seen, Bookchin has rejected the latter, as imposing 

needless restraints on human conduct, as denying us our creative role in 

evolution. To be sure, Bookchin has been quick to draw attention to 

some of the logical difficulties associated with some formulations of 

biocentrism. For example, he argues that “if all organisms in the bio¬ 

sphere are equally worthy of a right to life and organic fulfillment, as 

many biocentrists believe, then human beings have no right, given the 

full logic of this proposition, to stamp out malarial and yellow-fever 

mosquitoes.”51 According to Bookchin, the choice is between recogniz¬ 

ing the fact that we are unique moral agents in the biosphere who are 

capable of practicing a rational, ecological stewardship or surrendering 

our creativity to a passive quietism that posits humans and viruses as 

“equal ‘citizens’ in a ‘biospheric democracy’ ”52—a position sometimes 

cited by those who are opposed to giving humanitarian aid to starving 

Africans on the grounds that nature should be left to take its own 
course.5j 

These contrasting choices as outlined by Bookchin are, however, 

overdrawn. The “equal rights” kind of biocentrism logically impaled by 

Bookchin is not the only kind of biocentrism; there are other biocentric 

approaches that avoid these logical problems and acknowledge the 

uniqueness of human life. Indeed, overly literal interpretations of the 

deep ecology principle of “biospherical egalitarianism,” a phrase coined 

by Arne Naess, have been shown to be misinterpretations of the cen¬ 
tral message of deep ecology. Warwick Fox has shown that deep ecol¬ 

ogy is not a formal axiological (i.e., value theory) or rights-based ap¬ 

proach (i.e., it does not adopt an objectivist values-in-nature position), 

but rather is an approach that seeks the cultivation of a certain ideal 

state of being for humans, namely, one that sustains the widest possible 

identification with other life forms and entities.55 The basic thrust of 

this kind of biocentrism or ecocentrism—which is found not only in the 

empathic ecological sensibility that has been extensively elaborated by 

deep ecologists, but also in Leopold’s land ethic—is a defense of a 

prima facie orientation of nonfavoritism, of live and let live. Moral 

considerability is not apportioned on the basis of the possession of 

c laracteristics that are suggestive of respected human attributes, such 

as reason or sentience, since that would denigrate the unique mode of 

being and integrity of nonhuman life forms and entities; rather, respect 

is extended to all organisms, populations, species, and ecosystems as 

well as to the interlinked whole—the biotic community. This biocentric 

orientation, however, does not imply the passive surrender of humans 

to the natural order, as Bookchin has claimed, since humans, like any 

other organism, are recognized as special in their own unique way and 
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are entitled to modify the ecosystems in which they live in order to sur¬ 

vive and blossom in a way that is simple in means and rich in ends.56 In 

the context of this orientation, it is not inconsistent for humans to act 

in their own self-defense by keeping in check or eradicating life- 

threatening organisms where there is no alternative (and when the ac¬ 

tion is taken with reluctance). However, it is inconsistent when the ac¬ 

tivities of humans wantonly or needlessly interfere with or threaten the 

existence or integrity of other life forms, when humans no longer see 

themselves as plain members of the biotic community, but assume in¬ 

stead the role of planetary directors who have discerned the true path 

of evolution and hence determined what should be the destinies (or 

nondestinies!) of other life forms and entities. 

To be sure, Bookchin himself has made many early and important 

inroads into anthropocentrism. He has repeatedly emphasized his rejec¬ 

tion of environmentalism, a term he employs to denote “a mechanistic, 

instrumental outlook that sees nature as a passive habitat composed of 

‘objects’ such as animals, plants and minerals, and the like that must 

merely be rendered more serviceable to human use.”57 Indeed, this em¬ 

phasis follows from Bookchin’s organismic philosophy, which recog¬ 

nizes subjectivity as present, however germinally, in all phenomena, not 

just in humans. For Bookchin, it is crassly instrumental to reduce the 

richly textured ecocommunities (he prefers this term to ecosystem be¬ 

cause of the latter’s mechanistic connotations) of nonhuman nature to a 

mere storage bin of raw materials for human use. That much is quite 

clear. On the other hand, while subjectivity does not exclusively reside 

in humans, it is nevertheless preeminent in humans. It is by virtue of 

our advanced consciousness that we must assume the responsibility of 

evolutionary stewards and further the advancement of yet higher forms 

of subjectivity. 
Bookchin’s anthropocentrism, then, is not of the more familiar 

kind. Indeed, his philosophy of nature is in part a critique of mechanis¬ 

tic materialism and instrumentalism along with the idea that humans 

must dominate and control nature so as to adapt it to human ends. 

Rather, human activity must be guided by overarching evolutionary and 

ecological processes, not the instrumental needs of humans, an ap¬ 

proach that seeks to reconnect human social activity with the natural 

realm. This is indeed a promising approach that reaches beyond the hu¬ 

man realm. The problem arises, however, in Bookchin’s claim that we 

now know enough about these processes to foster and accelerate them. 

But are we really that enlightened? Can we really be sure that the thrust 

of evolution, as intuited by Bookchin, is one of advancing subjectivity? 

In particular, is there not something self-serving and arrogant in the 
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(unverifiable) claim that first nature is striving to achieve something 

that has presently reached its most developed form in us—second na¬ 

ture? A more impartial, biocentric approach would be simply to ac¬ 

knowledge that our special capabilities (e.g., a highly developed con¬ 

sciousness, language, and tool-making capability) are simply one form 

of excellence alongside the myriad others (e.g., the navigational skills of 

birds, the sonar capability and playfulness of dolphins, and the intense 

sociality of ants) rather than the form of excellence thrown up by evo¬ 

lution. Ecologists and evolutionary biologists have repeatedly stressed 

our profound ignorance of nature’s processes. Indeed, the present scale 

and depth of the environmental crisis is testimony to how little we 

know about nature; nor can we afford to dismiss the possibility that 
nature is more complex than we can know. 

These arguments should not be construed as meaning that we 

should therefore abandon all responsibility for the planet, avoid eco¬ 

logical restoration work, and do nothing. As Walter Truett Anderson 

has emphasized, there is no escaping the fact that whatever we do has 

implications for future ecological and evolutionary processes, and that 

we have been influencing these processes ever since our arrival on the 

evolutionary scene.58 Yet Bookchin treats this undoubted fact as not 

only demanding that we become more conscious of our ecological and 

evolutionary interventions (a move that I fully endorse), but also as 

conferring on us a mandate to seize the helm of evolution on the 

grounds that we have grasped the direction of evolution and are now 

ready and able to give it a helping hand. But surely our mistakes tell us 

that the real issue is one of slowing down and revising the pace and 

scale of human interventions in ecocommunities so that we can keep 

abreast of the consequences—not only for our own sake, but also for 

the sake of other life forms. In short, an ecological ethics must be com¬ 

mensurate with our ecological (and evolutionary) understanding. Our 

empathy toward other beings should therefore naturally lead" us to 

practice humility in the face of complexity and to acknowledge how lit¬ 

tle we know of our rapidly changing and crisis-ridden world. The wis¬ 

est course of action and this is not a passive surrender, but a deliber¬ 

ate and reasoned choice—is, wherever practicable, simply to let beings 
be. 

Conclusion 

My conclusion, then, rests on an important irony. Bookchin’s enticing 

promise of the widest realm of freedom to all life forms is best deliv¬ 

ered not by his own ecological ethics but by a biocentric philosophy 

However, in view of Bookchin’s scathing criticisms of biocentrism, par- 
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ticularly that expressed by deep ecology, the prospect of any kind of 

philosophical revision or reconciliation in this direction on Bookchin’s 
part is, sadly, unlikely. 
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Respecting Evolution: A Rejoinder to Bookchin 

In “Divining Evolution: The Ecological Ethics of Murray Bookchin,” 

originally published in Environmental Ethics in 1989, I provided both'a 

methodological and a normative critique of Bookchin’s ecological phi¬ 

losophy from a biocentric perspective.1 In “Recovering Evolution: A 

Reply to Eckersley and Fox,” published in Environmental Ethics in 

1990, Bookchin took strong exception to my characterization of his po¬ 

sition, provided a spirited defense of the dialectical philosophy of social 

ecology, and reiterated his now well-known aversion for deep ecology.2 

In this rejoinder, I offer a belated response to the key points raised by 

Bookchin and offer some further thoughts on the methodological and 

normative differences between social ecology and what I now prefer to 
call an ecocentric philosophical perspective. 

Before addressing Bookchin’s reply, it is perhaps salutary to remind 

readers of the common ground between social ecology and ecocen- 

trism. Both social ecology and ecocentrism are critical of the purely in¬ 

strumental orientation toward nonhuman nature that has informed the 

dominant political ideologies of modern times. Moreover, social ecol¬ 

ogy and ecocentrism find common cause in defending biological and 

cultural diversity, and both seek a radical ecological rapprochement be¬ 

tween human society and the rest of nature. Given this general agree¬ 

ment, one should not be surprised to find agreement between social 

ecologists and those of an ecocentric persuasion in relation to a broad 

spectrum of environmental issues, ranging from the prevention of log¬ 

ging of old-growth forests to the protection of the rights of indigenous 

peoples to their traditional homelands. Indeed, prior to Bookchin’s 

much publicized broadside against deep ecology at the National Greens 

conference held in Amherst, Massachusetts, in July 1987,4 many eco¬ 

logical activists and theorists regarded deep ecology and social ecology 

as loosely overlapping, complementary ecophilosophies.5 To the extent 

that ethical and political differences could be found, they were seen as 

minor border skirmishes rather than serious or irreconcilable conflicts 

when set against the broader canvass of environmental ideologies. 

n tie nine years that have elapsed since the publication of “Divin- 
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ing Evolution” in 1989, the differences between social ecology and eco- 

centrism (particularly deep ecology) have been closely scrutinized and 

have become much more sharply etched.6 What lies behind these grow¬ 

ing differences? To what extent may they be attributed to Bookchin’s 

feisty approach toward his detractors, perhaps partly stemming from 

his concern to vindicate his pioneering credentials as a radical ecologi¬ 

cal theorist against newcomers (after all, Bookchin’s vast oeuvre dates 

from the early 1950s, while deep ecology did not find its way to the 

United States until the late 1970s and did not become popular until the 

1980s)? Or can the sharpening of differences simply be put down to 

unapologetic political aspirations on the part of both protagonists to 

capture the intellectual high ground, and the hearts and minds, of the 

growing green movement? While both of these possible reasons may 

have some bearing on the current debate, I wish to reiterate instead 

what has emerged as a more fundamental set of metaethical differences 

that stem from different “epistemologies of nature.” These differences 

cast humans in somewhat different roles in the evolutionary drama. In 

terms of the exchange between Bookchm and myself, whether we 

should be cautious about “divining evolution” (and therefore respect 

evolution) or actively seek to “recover evolution” remains the serious 

moot point. Set in this context, semantic differences over how we 

should understand, say, the meaning and application of the principle of 

ecological diversity, are indicative of much more fundamental differ¬ 

ences concerning how the necessary ecological rapprochement between 

humanity and the rest of nature should be conducted. Behind 

Bookchin’s sometimes barbed prose and occasional ad hommem attacks 

lies a spirited defense of a very different way of thinking about the rela¬ 

tionship between ethics and nature. 
In “Recovering Evolution,” Bookchin raises a host of objections to 

my critique in “Divining Evolution.” For convenience, these objections 

and associated arguments may be stripped down and sorted into three 

broad categories (this precis is for the benefit of readers who are unfa¬ 

miliar with Bookchin’s reply; Bookchin does not present his argument 

in this order and I will not necessarily respond in this order). The first 

category concerns what he regards as my mischaracterization of his 

ideas, the second comprises a counterattack against deep ecology, and 

the third relates to the more fundamental methodological and metaethi¬ 

cal differences between social ecology and ecocentrism. 
In the first set of objections, Bookchin has rejected my characteri¬ 

zation of his argument that the ecological ethics of social ecology pro¬ 

vide a justification for humans seizing the helm of evolution, or “taking 

wanton command of nature.” A close reading of his work, he insists, 
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should make it clear that he has always emphasized the importance of 

allowing spontaneity and diversity in nature. In any event, a truly eco¬ 

logical society would be a nonhierarchical society, one based on an eco¬ 

logical ethic that would “add the dimension of freedom to nature” (p. 

259). However, this does not mean making nature sacrosanct and be¬ 

yond the reach of prudent human intervention (which is implicit in the 

quietistic “romantic wilderness cult”). Rather, it means developing “a 

sophisticated and nuanced ecological synthesis between nonhuman and 

human needs” (p. 272). On this point, Bookchin wonders why I should 

favorably cite a passage from Walter Truett Anderson’s To Govern 

Evolution when Anderson is so critical of a “hands off” management 

philosophy and so enamored of the idea of “remaking nature.” 

To flesh out his case, Bookchin offers some illustrations of appro¬ 

priate intervention. For example, he argues that while it might be an¬ 

thropocentric for today’s growth-oriented, egoistic society to turn the 

Canadian barrens into an area supporting a rich biota, it would be a le¬ 

gitimate activity if undertaken by an ecological society informed by the 

piinciples of social ecology. Nor would it be wrong to prevent massive 

asteroids from pounding the earth (which might exterminate highly 

evolved life forms) or to actively engage in ecological restoration of 

damaged ecosystems. In short, “nature” does not always “know best” 

when left to her own devices. On the basis of these arguments, Book- 

chm is nonplussed (to put it mildly) as to why I might wish to impugn 
the ecologically enlightened practice of permaculture. 

Finally, he argues that I (along with Fox) have confused his rendi¬ 

tion of the links between the domination of people and the domination 

of nonhuman nature. According to Bookchin, he is not simply arguing, 

as an empirical claim, that an egalitarian society will necessarily be 

nondomineering toward the nonhuman world, or the converse. Both of 

these claims, he concedes, can be easily refuted. Rather, he is concerned 

with making links between actual damage caused by particular societies 

and broad cultural mentalities or “epistemologies of rule,” notably 

those societies that ideologically equate human progress with the domi- 

nation of nature. Such an ideological orientation would have no place 

in an ecological society, where both hierarchical thinking and hierarchi- 
cal social relations would be eliminated. 

The second set of arguments that can be teased out of Bookchin’s re¬ 

ply bear upon his objection to deep ecology. Here he reiterates his now fa¬ 

miliar arguments that deep ecology is both asocial and misanthropic. The 

third set of arguments comprises an attack on what he calls my Humean 

skepticism, some reflections on the use of developmental analogies, and 

e rdationship between science and ethics—all by way of a defense and 
further elaboration of what it means to think dialectically. 
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In order to properly address the substantive points raised by Book- 

chin, I find it helpful to begin with the deeper methodological and me- 

taethical differences between social ecology and ecocentrism, since they 

inform and underpin the social and ethical differences. 

Bookchin thinks “generatively” by employing a speculative, organ- 

ismic theory of knowledge that seeks to discern the dialectical logic or 

directionality of evolution. It is this dialectical unfolding that provides 

he “objective” ground of an ecological ethics. That is, from nature’s 

unfolding, Bookchin believes it is possible for (“rational”?) humans to 

discern and grasp the principles of diversity, complexity, complementar¬ 

ity (or nonhierarchical, symbiotic relationships), and spontaneity. 

Moreover, Bookchin’s method of dialectical reasoning regards deter¬ 

minable potentialities (what could/should be) as no less real and “ob¬ 

jective” than what actually exists. Indeed, the “ought” may be regarded 

as more real and rational than the “is” if it is more in accord with na¬ 

ture’s logic of development (p. 270). (The resonances with Hegel’s phi¬ 

losophy are palpable, although Bookchin strongly denies that he is He¬ 

gelian or neo-Hegelian.) According to Bookchin, “The dialectical 

philosopher focuses on the transitions of a developmental phenomenon, 

on its passing from an ‘is’ into an ‘other’ ” (p. 268). The task is to dis¬ 

criminate between those developments that further the logic of develop¬ 

ment of an entity and those that may “deflect” an entity from such 

logic (p. 268). According to Bookchin, the dialectic “tries to hold to¬ 

gether past, present, and future in a unified thought” (p. 269). 
It is one thing, however, to structure our experience and under¬ 

standing of history in terms of intelligible principles or tendencies, but 

altogether different to project these principles and tendencies into the 

future. Set against Bookchin’s “epistemological speculation,” my ver¬ 

sion of ecocentrism is indeed based upon an “epistemological skepti¬ 

cism” (as Bookchin puts it) insofar as it declines to make any claims 

about the thrust or directionality of nature’s unfolding. However, con¬ 

trary to Bookchin’s charge, this is not an atomistic, Humean empiri¬ 

cism. Rather, my approach proceeds on the basis of a more contingent, 

agnostic, and open-minded understanding of nature’s unfolding or 

“logic of development” in terms of what we may properly claim to 

know. It also proceeds on the basis of a more modest metaethical un¬ 

derstanding of how an “ecological ethics” might be defended. Like so¬ 

cial ecology, ecocentrism defends general principles such as diversity, 

complexity, complementarity, and spontaneity. However, they are justi¬ 

fied as desirable norms without recourse to claims that they represent 

the logic of evolution. To argue, as Bookchin does, that certain tenden¬ 

cies are “objectively” present in nature insofar as they are real (as dis¬ 

tinct from fanciful) possibilities and that their very presence/potential in 
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nature makes them normatively compelling is ultimately question¬ 

begging. Given that there are many real/potential pathways of evolu¬ 

tion, the important issue is surely which pathways are desirable and de¬ 

fensible rather than which pathways are objective or natural. 

Bookchin is right to observe that his particular form of dialectical 

reasoning vexes me (p. 269). It vexes me because he slides backward 

and forward between the “what could be” and the “what should be.” 

So, one may find cryptic passages where he declares: “The telos that is 

imputed to dialectic is not what it becomes, but what it should become, 

given its potentiality to be so realized or fulfilled” (p. 269). Bookchin 

argues that things become what they are constituted to become by the 

logic of their own development (p. 267). In what respect is such a claim 
ethically meaningful as distinct from tautological? 

Take my claim (vehemently resisted by Bookchin) that it is an ille¬ 

gitimate move to treat ontogenetic and phylogenetic development as 

analogous. While I would agree that one will always encounter limits 

when using analogies to explain ideas, I would still maintain that there 

are serious limits in the extent to which we may draw analogies be¬ 

tween the development of individual organisms and entire species, or 

between physical and ethical developments. To be sure, it seems to be 

reasonable enough to say that an acorn, under the right conditions, is 

destined to become an oak tree, not a rose bush (although physical de¬ 

velopmental paths are by no means fixed in the very long term; oak 

trees may evolve over time into thorny plants as a result of unpredict¬ 

able genetic mutations, mutations that are essential to the process of 

speciation). In this sense, it is possible to talk about a “logic of devel¬ 

opment” and to identify “deviations” from that logic. However, the 

analogy becomes much more tenuous in relation to the development of 

entire species, and even more strained in relation to the psychological 

and ethical developments of individuals and communities. Can mind 

really “divine” an ethical logic in nature’s dialectic? If so, how should 

we distinguish between rational or aberrant mutations, using nature (as 
distinct from human moral argument) as our guide? 

One might agree with Bookchin that ethics “emerged” from the so- 
called natural world in the unfolding of evolutionary time. In this respect 

do not dispute the way in which Bookchin emphasizes the graded nature 

of natural and social evolution. However, my point is that the pathways 

°u P ,yS1Ca an,d socla*/et*lical development are not analogous. As Book- 
ch.n knows, the latter are considerably less predictable than the former 

W a"6 humans constituted to become ethically? While human embryos 
will develop in the ordinary course of things, into human adults, such 

embryos will, in the ordinary course of things, develop into adults with a 

wide variety of psychological and ethical orientations. Yet if we are to ap- 
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ply Bookchin’s mode of reasoning without further qualification, the actu¬ 

alization of Hitler’s potential is no less “real” and “objective” than that of 

Mother Theresa’s. To repeat my point: in the move from “what could be” 

to “what ought to be,” the putative “objective” status of any given set of 

potentialities is of much less interest than their desirability at any given 
historical juncture. 

Bookchin would probably reply that there is an endless number of 

hypothetical factors that might “deflect” an entity from the logic of its 

development (p. 268). That is, while Hitler’s moral development may 

be understood dialectically, this does not mean that his behavior is ra- 

tional/ethical. Indeed, it may be shown to be irrational when set against 

the “logic of nature’s unfolding,” which is toward greater diversity and 

mutuality. Yet I still find such qualifications unsatisfying and question¬ 

begging. By what yardstick might we collectively agree with Bookchin’s 

particular rendering of nature’s unfolded past and future potential, 

given that there exists a range of alternative interpretations/specula¬ 

tions? While the social ecology principles discerned by Bookchin may 

serve to discriminate between domineering (irrational) and mutualistic 

(rational) relationships, his method may be employed with equal effect 

by social Darwinists to discriminate between competitive (rational) and 

cooperative (irrational) relationships. In this respect, it should be clear 

that I am much less troubled by Bookchin’s principles than by his 

method of normative justification. 

For his part, Bookchin claims that my version of ecocentrism is 

“positivistic” in insisting that an “ought” cannot be derived from an 

“is” and, accordingly, that ethics cannot be derived from nature. How¬ 

ever, much turns on what is meant by “derived.” An ecological ethic 

may be informed and inspired by “what happens in nature.” However, 

formally speaking, such an ethic cannot be logically derived from na¬ 

ture simply because a value cannot be logically derived from a fact (or 

a contingent set of “facts,” since our knowledge of nature is imperfect 

and uncertain). Premises, assumptions, and other values must necessar¬ 

ily form part of the moral reasoning process. 

Moreover, I believe that it is quite possible to make this “is”/ 

“ought” separation as a general heuristic or analytical aid while also 

subscribing to a post-Kuhnian philosophy of science (which rejects a 

rigid distinction between facts and values) and a poststructuralist ac¬ 

count of knowledge (which would not herald science as the “one true 

story”). It is possible because my argument is not that “is” and 

“ought” are unrelated. Rather it is simply that the “is” of nature 

(whether past, present, or future) cannot stand alone as an argument 

for the “ought” of human individuals and the communities to which 

they belong. Murray Bookchin doesn’t like hierarchy, so he looks to na- 
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ture to find an “objective ground” for his defense of mutuality. It 

would have been much more straightforward if he were simply to have 

argued that hierarchy is bad and that cooperative forms of sociality are 

good, and then left it to his readers to evaluate his case. 

The task of ethical justification requires that we advance norma¬ 

tive (rather than “naturalistic”) arguments concerning the appropriate¬ 

ness of certain practices or forms of thinking in relation to particular 

problems or situations. Normative arguments cannot be proved; they 

can only be made more or less compelling. This requires creativity, clar¬ 

ity, general consistency, overall coherence, and general plausibility in 

terms of contemporary understandings of the world. To this end, natu¬ 

ral and social history, personal experience, imagination, and logic are 

all relevant. Moreover, what has happened in the natural and social 

worlds (whether understood by science, history, or literature) may be 

enlisted to inform and support arguments concerning the desirability of 

either existing or potential human orientations toward the rest of na¬ 

ture. Such understandings can also be used to refute alternatives that 

seem out of touch with contemporary understanding. For example, 

many people find creationism uncompelling because it conflicts with 

evolutionary theory. Hlowever, particular understandings of nature can¬ 

not be enlisted to prove the rightness or goodness of certain ethical 

principles simply by demonstrating that certain principles are “objec¬ 

tive” or “natural.” The justification of any ecological ethics must rest 

on the ability of its advocates to invite others to think imaginatively 

and critically beyond the strictures of the present and consider whether 

they might be happier, more authentic, freer, more connected, or other¬ 

wise more fulfilled (as individuals and community members) by the 

principles and vision of an ecological society that are being offered. 

(One need not be a follower of Jurgen Habermas to accept the general 

idea that valid’ norms emerge from an intersubjective agreement 

reached by public spirited and “uncoerced” dialogue based on mutual 

recognition and egalitarian reciprocity. Under such circumstances, the 

force of the better argument’ is able to prevail.) The crucial questions 

ultimately boil down to: What kind of humans do we wish to become? 

and What kind of world do we wish to inhabit? In response to these 

questions, an ecocentric ethics seeks to cultivate open-minded, tolerant, 

and empathetic citizens who affirm and celebrate the experience of be¬ 

longing to an ecologically and culturally diverse world. The general ap¬ 

peal of such an ethic to me is that it seeks to maximize the relative 

autonomy (or options to unfold”) of both human and nonhuman life 

forms. I find this conducive because it is inclusive and because it softens 
the divide between self and other without denying difference. 
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In “Divining Evolution” I suggested that social ecology aspired to 

a broadly similar ideal, but failed to deliver because of the way in 

which Bookchin consistently privileges “first nature” over “second na¬ 

ture.” However, Bookchin claims that it is a misrepresentation of social 

ecology to say that it seeks “the widest realm of freedom for all life 

forms.” Rather, social ecology merely seeks to “add the dimension of 

freedom, reason and ethics to first nature” (p. 259). I must confess 

some difficulty in grasping Bookchin’s argument here. If the dimension 

of freedom is “added” to first nature such that both first and second 

nature have freedom, then surely the general realm of freedom is wid¬ 

ened. Moreover, Bookchin’s rendering of my argument that an ethic 

that promises the widest realm of freedom to all life forms would con¬ 

fer freedom on humans to exploit nature seems strange and misplaced. 

Surely such an ethic asserts the very contrary: if we are serious about 

respecting the autonomy of both human and nonhuman nature, then 

our own autonomy must necessarily be exercised in ways that are com¬ 

patible with the relative autonomy of others, both human and nonhu¬ 

man. A’s freedom should not become B’s “unfreedom.” Rather, we 

should seek ways to mutually enlarge A’s and B’s freedom, or where 

that is not possible, at least try to ensure a “fair distribution” of free¬ 

dom, as it were. This, at any rate, is what I meant to convey. 

Moreover, an ecocentric philosophy cannot preach a simple norm 

of human noninterference. Such a posture is undesirable and in any 

event impossible if it is accepted that all organisms are partly consti¬ 

tuted by their ecological relationships. For humans, as moral agents, a 

general affirmation and celebration of the relative autonomy of other 

species must necessarily be qualified by principles of human self-defense 

and self-preservation, which are incorporated into the deep ecology no¬ 

tion of “vital needs” (after all, humans, like the other innumerable life 

forms, also seek to unfold).7 The mutual enlargement or sharing of 

freedom need not entail a rigid “biospherical egalitarianism” (a confus¬ 

ing and much maligned deep ecology notion), nor does it place the 

unique characteristics of humans on a par with those of other species. 

Rather, an inclusive, ecocentric perspective would highlight the incom¬ 

mensurability and “radical otherness” of the characteristics of many 

nonhuman species, some of which may not readily conform to 

Bookchin’s ideals of symbiosis and mutualistic harmony in nature. 

When one turns from the realms of epistemology and metaethics to 

the realm of practical ethics and politics, the differences between social 

ecology and ecocentrism are less marked. Nonetheless, important dif¬ 

ferences still remain, some of which are a direct spillover from the me- 

taethical debate while others stem from different domains of inquiry 
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and different theoretical preoccupations. In “Divining Evolution” my 

primary focus was on the ecological component of social ecology and 

deep ecology, or more particularly, the human-nature (rather than human 

-human) relationship. In defending deep ecology over social ecology in 

this respect, I do not wish my comments to be taken as defending deep 

ecology in every respect. In particular, I have recently argued that deep 

ecology should be understood primarily as an ecophilosophy and an 

ecopsychology, not as a well-developed political theory that addresses 
questions such as power and authority.8 

In contrast to deep ecology, social ecology may be understood as 

both an ecophilosophy and a political theory insofar as questions of 

power, hierarchy, authority, and democracy have always been its major 

theoretical preoccupations. This partially explains why Bookchin mis¬ 

construes deep ecology as misanthropic in appearing to attribute blame 

to a monolithic humanity rather than paying theoretical attention (as 

distinct from personal, ad hoc concern) to the problem of social hierar¬ 

chy. There is, of course, much more that has been said, and could be 

said, by way of claim and counterclaim in the wide-ranging debate be¬ 

tween deep ecology and social ecology. However, “Divining Evolu¬ 

tion and this reply—take issue with only one dimension of this de¬ 

bate. While I would maintain that deep ecology requires considerable 

development as a political theory, these apparent failings (which may 

be attributed to deep ecology’s primary focus on ontological and psy¬ 

chological questions rather than political questions) do not detract 

from the general normative argument I wish to advance here concern¬ 

ing the relevance of evolutionary and ecological theory to ethics. 

Bookchin places considerable emphasis on the active and creative 

role played by humans in ecological and evolutionary processes. Hu¬ 

mans ( second nature ) are seen as the most complete expression thus 

far of a major tendency in natural evolution (“first nature”). Bookchin 

has also characterized humanity as a self-conscious “moment” in na¬ 

ture’s dialectic, arguing that we have both the rationality and the ethi¬ 

cal responsibility to foster (as distinct from merely to maintain) the 

evolutionary process. “Recovering evolution,” then, means not merely 

defending the characteristic diversity, distribution, and abundance of 

existing species (the primary concern of ecocentrism). Rather, following 

the logic of evolution, the task is to create (or engineer?) a more di¬ 

verse, complex, and fecund biosphere than the one we presently have. 

Indeed, Bookchin suggests that we may even “create more fecund gar¬ 
dens than Eden itself (Ecology of Freedom, p. 343). 

I Ins idea of not simply maintaining but increasing diversity and 

fecundity in nature is an important component in Bookchin’s philoso¬ 

phy. To take his telling example, should we ecologically aware stew- 
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ards take up Bookchin’s suggestion of turning the apparently lifeless 

“Canadian barrens” into a “richer” and more diverse ecosystem? My 

ecocentric response would be to err against lending an ecological 

helping hand in precisely this kind of circumstance, in the name of 

protecting not diversity per se, but characteristic diversity. That is, 

paradoxically, increasing the richness of the biota in every region of 

the globe may lead to an overall loss in global diversity as the more 

simple and fragile ecosystems (of, say, polar or desert regions) are re¬ 

placed by more resilient, human-cultivated ecosystems made up of 

species selected from elsewhere. (A very loose parallel may be made 

here in relation to human cultural diversity. Replacing each distinct 

culture in the world with a mixture of cultures is likely to lead to 

global monoculture rather than greater cultural diversity as the more 

resilient, flexible, and/or powerful cultures establish dominance.) The 

case for protecting representative ecological diversity is not an argu¬ 

ment against agriculture per se or ecological restoration, both of 

which are consistent with ecocentric principles. Rather, it is an argu¬ 

ment against ecological colonialism—the total human appropriation 

of the process of species selection. 

Set against Bookchin’s philosophy of nature, ecocentric philoso¬ 

phies—particularly those inspired by Leopold—have been cast as rela¬ 

tively static, passive and “pictorial.” Moreover, the idea of “protecting 

nature” by “fencing off” wilderness appears somewhat naive and mis¬ 

conceived. Indeed, the very idea that large areas of “first nature” 

should be cordoned off as generally out of bounds to “second nature” 

(except for very low impact uses or indigenous human lifestyles) is, in 

Bookchin’s schema, as “unnatural” as the idea that the body should be 

segregated from the brain. Such a step would deny or curtail the oppor¬ 

tunity for humans to perform their creative stewardship role in the evo¬ 

lutionary drama. As Bookchin has explained, “In advocating human 

stewardship of the earth, I do not believe it has to consist of such ac¬ 

commodating measures as James Lovelock’s establishment of ecological 

wilderness zones. . . . What it should mean is a radical integration of 

second nature with first nature along far-reaching ecological lines.” J In¬ 

deed, Bookchin argues that our uniqueness cannot be overemphasized, 

“for it is in this very human rationality that nature ultimately actualizes 

its own evolution of subjectivity over long aeons of neural and sensory 

development.”10 
When compared to social ecology, I think it is fair to say that my 

version of ecocentrism (which has since been explicated in Environmen¬ 

talism and Political Theory and more recent work) is more concerned 

with the biological “here and now” than with a potentially richer fu¬ 

ture. Indeed, it is precisely this concern with the biological here and 
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now that would look dimly on genetic engineering as “playing God,” 

or act to deflect comets hurtling toward the earth—even though both 

events may open up new evolutionary pathways. 

Nonetheless, Bookchin’s criticisms of naive preservationism are 

well made and form part of a growing chorus of critiques against a 

simplistic “hands-off” management philosophy in relation to wildlife 

and wildlands. I agree that defending the earth’s existing biodiversity 

should not entail a “postcard ecology” that seeks literally to freeze- 

frame wilderness areas along with the biological status quo, for that 

would rule out the important practice of ecological restoration that is 

necessary to repair degraded ecosystems and protect threatened and en¬ 

dangered species. Moreover, protecting the characteristic diversity, dis¬ 

tribution, and abundance of the earth’s species requires much more 

than ecosystem reservations. Indeed, ecosystem reservations may be 

seen as a last-ditch, lamentably necessary effort to protect what is a 

rapidly disappearing asset. Large ecosystem reservations would not be 

necessary if human patterns of settlement and economic development 

were compatible with the maintenance of biodiversity and ecosystem 

resilience. If this is what Bookchm means by the “radical integration of 

second nature with first nature along far-reaching ecological lines,” 

then I am in full agreement. However, so long as we fall short of such 

an ecological society, the preservation of large tracts of representative 

ecosystems (along the lines of the U.S. Wildlands Project) is now the 

most reliable and appropriate means of protecting in situ threatened 

and endangered species and ecosystems from the insatiable demands of 

capitalist economic development. In the meantime, of course, it would 

be self-defeating to focus exclusively on protecting biodiversity while 

ignoring problems of poverty, pollution, and agricultural land degrada¬ 

tion, since these problems are likely to have detrimental impacts upon 

the relatively wilder areas. There are also other compelling human wel¬ 

fare reasons for engaging in ecological reforms in the urban and agri¬ 
cultural environment. 

A strategy of protecting biodiversity in situ—which is central to 

ecocentrism is clearly not a passive exercise. Ecosystem reserves and 

national parks require active human management. In some cases, for 

example, this may require fire prevention; in other cases, it may require 

regulated burning, depending on the history and characteristics of the 

ecosystem and the vulnerability of the species in question. There can be 

no doubting, then, that humans are active, creative agents in ecological 

and evolutionary processes. However, Bookchm has mistakenly taken 

my quoting of a passage from Walter Truett Anderson’s book To Gov¬ 

ern Evolution as an indication that I favor Anderson’s position over his 
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own. But to quote approvingly a particular passage from a work does 

not carry with it an endorsement of the general argument in the work. 

Bookchin’s assumption that I endorse Anderson’s general position 

(which is far more supportive of humans actively “remaking nature”) is 

simply unwarranted in the face of my general argument in favor of hu¬ 

mility and prudence. The differences in orientation between ecocen- 

trism and Anderson’s position should have been obvious enough not to 

warrant a general disclaimer. 

The crucial question in relation to human creative agency is not 

whether we should assume a “hands-off” posture or play an active role 

(since a “hands-off” posture carries ecological consequences —this was 

the point of the passage I quoted from To Govern Evolution). Rather, if 

we are to aspire to become self-conscious and reflexive in relation to 

our creative agency, which I believe we must, then the crucial question 

is What kind of “creative agents” do we wish to be? With what claims 

to knowledge and what sensibilities should we “facilitate” human and 

nonhuman nature’s unfolding? In short, how should we coevolve? 

One of my primary concerns in “Divining Evolution” was to argue 

that we should approach the task of biodiversity protection and eco¬ 

logical repair and reconstruction with an appreciation of the limitations 

of our ecological and evolutionary knowledge and with an attitude of 

humility rather than one of arrogance. My main problem with 

Bookchin’s philosophy of nature is that it tends to overemphasize hu¬ 

man knowledge and prowess at a time when we should be applying the 

precautionary principle. My comments about revisions to Permaculture 

were intended to illustrate the contingent character of our ecological 

knowledge and the need for ongoing adjustments in our understanding 

of ecological interactions. Far from wishing to impugn permaculture 

(and I certainly did not claim that it was anthropocentric, as Bookchin 

suggests), my comments were intended to illustrate the fact that even 

the more promising and ecologically aware forms of landscape design 

and cultivation can sometimes pay insufficient heed to the impact of in¬ 

troduced species on indigenous species. To their credit, the authors of 

Permaculture III have revised some of their recommendations to take 

into account constructive criticism of this kind. 
Bookchin has taken exception to my suggestion that he wishes hu¬ 

manity to “seize the helm of evolution,” and he would no doubt wish 

to reiterate his charge that ecocentric philosophies are misanthropic, 

passive, and quietistic. In his defense, he has reiterated his principles of 

spontaneity and mutuality, which presumably serve to check any move 

toward, say, the total human domestication of the planet. According to 

Bookchin, social ecology seeks a relationship of symbiosis rather than 



90 DIALECTICS AND ETHICS 

domination, a relationship that allows for “a fuller level of mutualistic 
harmony” (p. 258). 

Many of my critical comments in “Divining Evolution” were di¬ 

rected to Bookchin’s post-Ecology of Freedom writings. It would seem 

reasonable to assume (bearing in mind that ideas develop and change 

over time) that if different emphases can be found in an author’s writ¬ 

ings over time, then the later writings should be given more promi¬ 

nence.11 Accordingly, although I noted Bookchin’s earlier emphasis on 

spontaneity, I have interpreted the more recent elaborations of his evo¬ 

lutionary stewardship thesis as a further development and qualification 

of his earlier writings. Bookchin cannot have it both ways. In any 

event, I would still maintain that it is an expression of human chauvin¬ 

ism to claim that we have grasped the direction of evolution, irrespec¬ 

tive of whether Bookchin delineates this direction in appealing terms 

and personally dissociates himself from practices such as genetic engi¬ 

neering. Again, my central argument is that while we have some knowl¬ 

edge of evolution and ecology, we cannot “divine” a telos from nature’s 

unfolding for the purposes of developing an ecological ethics. We must 

treat our knowledge as contingent rather than settled if we are to adapt 

flexibly and with minimum disruption to changing circumstances. And 

throughout this adaption process, our ecological ethic must remain 

commensurate with that ecological (and evolutionary) knowledge. 
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earlier part of this chapter. 

2. Environmental Ethics, Vol. 12, 1990, pp. 253-274. 
3. For an explication of my version of ecocentrism, see Eckersley, Envi¬ 

ronmentalism and Political Theory: Toward an Ecocentric Approach (Albany- 
State University of New York Press, 1992); and “Beyond Human Racism,” En¬ 
vironmental Values, Vol. 7, No. 2, 1998, pp. 165-182. 

4. See notably “Social Ecology” versus “Deep Ecology,” Green Perspec¬ 
tives, Summer 1987, p. 2. 

5. See Devall and Sessions, Deep Ecology: Living as if Nature Mattered 
(Layton, UT: Gibbs M. Smith, 1986), p. 259. 

6. This remains so notwithstanding an apparent reconciliation between 
Bookchin and Dave Foreman; see Murray Bookchin and Dave Foreman, De¬ 

fending the Earth: A Dialogue between Murray Bookchin and Dave Foreman, 
ed. Steve Chase (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1991). 

7. For a fuller discussion of the general deep ecology idea of “vital 
needs, see Eckersley, “Beyond Human Racism.” 

8. See Eckersley, “The Political Challenge of Left-Green Reconciliation: 



Divining Evolution and Respecting Evolution 91 

A Response to Roger Gottlieb,” Capitalism, Nature, Socialism, Vol. 6, No. 3, 
September, 1995, pp. 21-25. 

9. “Thinking Ecologically: A Dialectical Approach,” Our Generation, 
Vol. 18, No. 2, 1987, pp. 3-40; quotation from p. 32. 

10. Ibid., p. 20. 
11. In Toward an Ecological Society (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 

1980), Bookchin encapsulated his ecological ethics into three principles—diver¬ 
sity, spontaneity, and complementarity (p. 60)—whereas in The Modern Crisis 
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Chapter 3 

Eth ics and Directionality 
in Nature 

GLENN A. ALBRECHT 

Introduction 

It is commonly thought that the Darwinian theory of evolution entails 

the view that evolution produces progress in the living forms of nature 

from lower to higher, and furthermore that this progress can provide a 

natural foundation for ethics. Darwin himself seemed ambivalent on 

this issue. We find in the Origin evidence that he saw natural selection 

as a mechanism in nature giving “progress toward perfection.”1 How¬ 

ever, there is also evidence that he cautioned himself not to use the 

words higher and lower in an evaluative way.2 Despite this evidence of 

caution about the normative implications of the theory of evolution in 

Darwin’s own work, there has been no shortage of theorists prepared 

to see some notion of ethical progress in evolution. Even before the 

publication of Darwin’s Origin in 1859, Herbert Spencer had in 1851 

in his Social Statics3 understood natural evolution in terms of the “sur¬ 

vival of the fittest,” which he saw as a “law of nature.” Life in human 

society, as in nature, was for Spencer a competitive contest where suc¬ 

cess was achieved at the expense of “less fit” humans. Such an ethic 

stressed the need to let social inequality take its course and let individu- 

als find their own level in social life. Social Darwinists and neo- 

Malthusians have followed Spencer in reading, directly from nature, in¬ 
dividualistic and competitive ethics. 

Following the anarchist Peter Kropotkin and his conception of mu¬ 

tual aid, contemporary ecoanarchists, among others, have examined 

ecoevolution and seen a different direction in its history. Murray Book- 

chin, for example, in developing his philosophy of social ecology argues 

for a view of nature as exhibiting a “self-evolving patterning, a ‘grain,’ 

92 



Ethics and Directionality in Nature 93 

so to speak, that is implicitly ethical.”4 This directionality is the poten¬ 

tial and freedom manifested in life to evolve toward ever-increasing in¬ 

terrelated diversity and complexity. 

Rather than seeing competition and struggle as the major features of 

evolution, Bookchm identifies cooperation and symbiotic interrelation¬ 

ship as fostering its most important outcomes. The social correlate of this 

natural order would be a human community that complements in its so¬ 

cial design the structure and processes of nature. From the perspective of 

social ecology, human society has, for the greater part of its own evolu¬ 

tion, created communities that have been consistent with this natural or¬ 

der. The scope, scale, and organization of society has been inspired by an 

understanding of the spontaneous natural organization from which it 

arose and in which it remains embedded. As with natural ecologies, social 

ecologies are defined by the organic interactions that occur at the local 

and wider levels, with spontaneously generated order achieved without 

the need for outside (authoritarian) regulation. 

Bookchm’s use of directionality in establishing an objective, natural¬ 

istic, and environmental ethic as the foundation for society is one of the 

elements that makes his philosophy of social ecology such a distinctive 

contribution to the contemporary ethics and politics of the human-nature 

relationship. This essay shall outline Bookchin’s thesis on directionality 

and examine some of the major objections to it from within the current 

literature. 
In defending and expanding the directionality thesis, Bookchin’s 

position shall be connected to relevant material in the contemporary 

philosophical and scientific literature that deals with this issue. In 

what has become known as “complexity theory,” the directionality 

thesis has been taken to new levels and in new ways that possibly 

strengthen the foundations of social ecology. It may also be possible 

to provide promising new pathways for the application of social 

ecology to areas such as design, technology, and politics. The impli¬ 

cations of these new directions for social ecology shall be explored at 

the conclusion of this essay. 

Bookchin's Position on Directionality 

Bookchin’s attempt to provide an objective foundation for ethics arises 

out of his analysis of the relevant scientific literature and his Aristote¬ 

lian and Hegelian philosophical background. In The Ecology of Free¬ 

dom (1982), he reviews the then current bioevolutionary literature, re¬ 

lying in particular on Cairns-Smith (1974), Trager (1970), Margulis 

(1981), and Tewin (1980) to reach the conclusion that within evolution 
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there is an ethically significant sense of the interdependence of all life 

and the way this interdependence promotes the continuity of life. Book- 
chin summarizes: 

Contemporary biology leaves us with a picture of organic interdependen¬ 

cies that far and away prove to be more important in shaping life forms 

than either a Darwin, a Huxley, or the formulators of the Modern Synthe¬ 

sis could ever have anticipated. Life is necessary not only for its own self¬ 

maintenance but for its own self-formation.5 

The three attributes of organic life that are of primary ethical sig¬ 

nificance are what Bookchin calls “mutualism,” “freedom,” and “sub¬ 

jectivity.” Mutualism depicts the relations of mutual dependence in 

time and space that are the essence of ecological relationships. Accord¬ 

ing to Bookchin, the geographer and anarchist Kropotkin6 was on the 

correct path when he saw mutual aid within and between species as a 

factor in evolution. This pioneering insight has been expanded in the 

twentieth century by ecological advances in understanding the com¬ 

plexities of symbiosis7 and types of living relationships formed by mu¬ 

tual dependence. In addition, mutualism assists in the creation of new 

features of the biosphere where new varieties of organic life have the 

potential to emerge. “Freedom” is best described as the active effort by 

organic beings to assert their identity and presence and to preserve 

themselves, while “subjectivity” is Bookchin’s term for the ability of 

matter to self-orgamze toward consciousness (sentience) and finally 
self-consciousness in humans. 

Bookchin’s Aristotelian-Hegelian philosophical background is 
made manifest in his explanation of the emergence of increasing de¬ 

grees of subjectivity in the unfolding of life from the simple to the com¬ 

plex. Life, in spontaneously producing itself, also produces a material 

substance that “eventually yields mind and intellectuality.”8 This ability 

of nature to become self-conscious was a life potential that was latent 
until the evolution of the ancestors of humans. 

Both Aristotle and Hegel saw life in terms of inner teleology, or the 

unfolding in a spontaneous way of potentialities that lay dormant in 

hfe from its outset. Bookchin sees inner teleology as an entirely natural 
phenomenon. He argues: 

Hence our study of nature . . . exhibits a self-evolving patterning, a 

giain, so to speak, that is implicitly ethical. Mutualism, freedom and 

SU 1|ectmty are n°t strictly human values or concerns. They appear, how- 

ZZ'TT J'm arger C°SmiC 3nd °rgank Processes that require no Ar¬ 
istotelian God to motivate them, no Hegelian Spirit to vitalize them 9 
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Bookchin sees the values of mutualism, freedom, and subjectivity as 

“implicit in nature”; they must be made explicit by humans, who can 

act as the “self-reflexive voice of nature” in the production of an ecol¬ 

ogically inspired rationality and ethic.10 Humans are in a position to do 

this because their sense organs, their language, and their intelligence are 

themselves the products of natural evolution and have the potential to 

reflect the structure and processes of nature in conceptual form. Book- 

chin believes that we must find concrete social expressions of these 

naturalistic ethical values. They will be made manifest in ideas and ac¬ 

tion that assist the “grain of nature” in that they support the movement 

of “self-organizing reality toward ever-greater complexity and rational¬ 

ity”11 and fight against homogeneity and antirational forces. 

Although humans have created social ecologies that are substan¬ 

tially out of balance with the natural ecologies that once sustained 

them, as natural agents with natural intelligence and rationality hu¬ 

mans can manage their own affairs in such a way that could enable the 

“remaking” of society along lines that restore the harmony between the 

natural and the social. The ethical impetus to do so arises out of a real¬ 

ist understanding of the way life is structured and how organic pro¬ 

cesses work. Bookchin argues that the social values that arise out of a 

naturalistic ethic—unity in diversity, spontaneity, and nonhierarchical 

relations—are objectively grounded in this understanding. He suggests 

that they are the “elements of an ethical ontology, not rules of a game 

that can be changed to suit one’s personal needs.”12 By making this 

claim, Bookchin is advocating a type of ethical realism in which value 

exists independently of any human valuer (objectivity) but can be dis¬ 

covered alongside other facts about the nature of reality. 

As expressions of social action that would support or complement 

the direction or grain of nature, Bookchin forwards technologies that are 

based on an array of renewable energy resources (on a human scale and in 

harmony with the environment), direct democracy, decentralized urban 

communities, and organic food production. All these strategies would 

have to be artistically and intimately integrated to create ecocommunities. 

Bookchin maintains that an ecological vision is compatible with 

the kind of social structure and relationships that communitarian anar¬ 

chist theorists have championed since the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries.13 Although not supportive of the term “bioregion- 

alism,” Bookchin does see important linkages between ecocommunities 

developing on confederal lines. Such confederal relationships between 

communities would recognize cultural as well as ecological links. In ad¬ 

dition, Bookchin, in his recent work Urbanization without Cities, has 

suggested that it is still possible to create a social ecocommunity in the 

form of a modern city if the “cancerous phenomenon” of urbanization 
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is overcome by a revival of participatory democracy and grassroots in¬ 
stitutions.14 

Critiques of Bookchin's Position 

The Naturalistic Fallacy and the Is/Ought Problem 

As I indicated above, there is a long tradition in ethics that has warned 

philosophers and others not to derive values from facts. The tradition 

argues that the good that ethics describes has no relationship to the 

natural and that identifying value in the facts of nature, or committing 

the “naturalistic fallacy,”15 is one of the worst errors that can be perpe¬ 

trated in moral philosophy. T. H. Huxley, Darwin’s “bulldog,” avoided 

this problem by suggesting that the theory of evolution was amoral and 

that a humanistic ethic was needed in society to counter the caprice, 
contingency, and complete lack of ethics in nature. 

Contemporary philosophers such as Paul Taylor16 and Robyn Eck- 

ersley17 have criticized any attempt to found ethics on ecological and 

evolutionary facts because, as the traditional argument goes, factual 

knowledge is logically different from normative judgment. In addition, 

the facts about evolution provide contradictory advice for normative 

judgments because evolutionary science can generate facts that support 

competition and conflict as well as facts that support cooperation and 

harmony in nature. Bookchin’s attempt to found an objective, natural¬ 

istic ethic is thought to founder right at the outset because of the 
fact/value, is/ought problem. 

The long and tortuous history of debate on the is/ought problem in 

Western philosophy stands as a warning to those who wish to enter it; 

however, it is useful to note that in many ways Bookchin’s project runs 

counter to the central elements of the Humean, Kantian, and Mooreian 

traditions that create the logic and structure of the problem. Direction¬ 

ality in evolution (nature) is an empirical claim that stands or falls on 

scientific evidence. Although certain facts about particulars in nature 

might seem to contradict the general claim, the historical totality of life 

and the process that generates it are what the claim is about. Particular 

instances in evolutionary and ecological relationships that seem to con¬ 

tradict the thesis can be overcome by a more powerful general and 

long-term tendency of increasing complexity and diversity. Not even oc¬ 

casional catastrophes in nature that produce, for example, mass extinc¬ 

tion of species can negate the long-term direction. When evolution re¬ 

commences, it can be shown that it again moves in the direction of 
increasing complexity and diversity. 
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Bookchin’s ethical project is holistic in that it views the human-na¬ 

ture relationship as a collective or an organic unity and rejects any at¬ 

tempt to found ethics, be it social or natural, on atomistic and individu¬ 

alistic foundations. Philosophers such as Bookchin who are working 

within the organicist Hegelian tradition do not find the is/ought prob¬ 

lem intimidating. 
Ecologically inspired environmental philosophers such as John 

Rodman have also become impatient with those who continue to apply 

the logic of atomic relationships and individualism to the domain of 

dynamic, organic totalities. Rodman, writing in the 1970s, suggested 

that an ecological understanding of life provided a new factual basis for 

human values and that the naturalistic fallacy should no longer have 

such a pervasive grip on debate. According to Rodman, the naturalistic 

fallacy has, among other things, reduced the quest for ethics “to prattle 

about ‘values’ taken in abstraction from the facts of experience” and 

because of this, “the notion of an ethics as an organic ethos, a way of 

life, remains lost to us.”18 
Rodman’s suggestion that ethics only makes sense when it is linked 

to an organic ethos or way of life is indirectly supported by Alasdair 

Macintyre in After Virtue. Macintyre criticizes much that passes as con¬ 

temporary moral philosophy because it has become divorced from the 

social and historical context in which it once had conceptual and prac¬ 

tical relevance. The notion of a right, for example, was generated in the 

seventeenth century “to serve one set of purposes as part of the social 

invention of the autonomous moral agent.”19 The autonomous moral 

agent was to possess rights and a universally valid justification was 

supposed to defend them. Despite, according to Macintyre, the failure 

of the Enlightenment project to create an “objective and impersonal cri¬ 

terion” for moral rightness, the concept of the autonomous moral agent 

and the individualistic language of rights continue to dominate ethical 

discourse in the late twentieth century. Such a situation has produced 

an “incoherent” conceptual scheme for ethical thought where there is 

now no relevant context or ethos where our ethical concepts can mean¬ 

ingfully be put to work. Resolution of conflict generated by, for exam¬ 

ple, competing rights occurs through manipulative modes of relation¬ 

ship.” In general, ethics is in a state of despair, with relativism and 

nihilism the prevailing postmodernist moods. 
It seems that the possibility of an objective foundation for ethics 

arising, in part, out of eco-evolutionary evidence may be one way of 

avoiding the relativism and nihilism inherent in Macintyre s impasse 

and of returning ethics to a meaningful organic ethos or way of life. 

Such a foundation for ethics would provide a base rationale for the 

choice of certain sets of values over others and the projection of those 



98 DIALECTICS AND ETHICS 

values into other domains of human enterprise such as policy and plan¬ 
ning. 

Moreover, given the continuing disputes within other traditions in 

ethics about the viability and foundations of an environmental ethic, it 

seems that these traditions will only exacerbate the conflict over policy 

and praxis that already prevails. The extension of rights from the hu¬ 

man to nonhuman domains has already generated such conflict, where 

human rights and the so-called rights of animals and/or ecosystems are 

thought to be mutually exclusive. The right of nations to develop their 

“natural capital” and benefit materially from that development also 

opens arenas of conflict between economic development and the rights 

of the biotic world. The notion of intrinsic value proffered by the deep 

ecologists20 is also unhelpful in resolving the clashes of interests that 

occur as different, supposedly equally valuable species attempt to “live 

and flourish” according to their potential. The role of humans in a 

world governed by such a biocentric and egalitarian ethic remains con¬ 

tentious since, as a natural species with creative intelligence, humans 

will inevitably negatively impact on other species and elements of eco¬ 

systems. Fear of the violation of another’s intrinsic value could lead to 

complete inertia as individuals attempt to make choices about their sur¬ 
vival. 

For Murray Bookchin, an ethic based on contractual self-interest 

and a subjectively founded sense of how we would wish the planet to 

be treated has the potential to give us ecoideologies ranging from mis- 

anthropism and ecofascism to an anthropocentrism that “confers on 

the privileged few the right to plunder the world of life, including hu¬ 

man life. As far as Bookchin is concerned, without an objective 

foundation for ecological ethics we are left with “an ethical relativism 

that is subject to the waywardness of the opinion poll.”22 Environmen¬ 

tal philosophies that fail to provide a foundation for an ethics that is 

objective in the sense that its truth is independent of subjective experi¬ 

ence and instrumental value, leave open the possibility that self- 

orientated and relativistic positions will emerge that promote environ¬ 
mental destruction and other negative outcomes.2'1 

Evolutionary-Based Critiques of Bookchin's Thesis 

Darwin’s ultimate rejection of progress in the direction of evolution 

suggests that he, or more correctly, his supporters, like T. H. Huxley, 

could not see any reason why it was inevitable that life evolved from 

the simple to the complex. Even though the fossil record may have 

shown a general increase in complexity over time, there was no guaran¬ 

tee that this direction was the inevitable outcome of evolutionary 
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forces. In Darwinian theory, evolution could also produce persistence of 

species and even possible retrogression from complex to simple organ¬ 

isms. The mechanism of evolution is blind and random, so its outcomes 

reflect no immanent drive to some end state like high-level complexity. 

Such a conclusion applies even to human consciousness, which is often 

held up as the climax of evolutionary forces moving toward increasing 

complexity. The human brain, according to classical Darwinian theory, 

is nothing over and above an adaptive advantage that enables Homo 

sapiens to successfully exploit a given environment. As Stephen J. 

Gould argues, the fact that a “tiny and accidental evolutionary twig 

called Homo sapiens” now “reflects back on its own production and 

evolution”24 is of no ethical significance in itself. Indeed Gould, on the 

basis of his reading of the palaeontological evidence, suggests that we 

cannot even perceive a direction in evolution of gradual, increasing 

complexity. The idea that after the Cambrian era life has evolved in a 

series of rises and falls in complexity and variety, a theory known as 

“punctuated equilibrium,”25 has challenged the gradualist “great chain 

of being” orthodoxy in evolutionary thought. Gould’s position has 

been summarized by Lewin: 

The fact of historical contingency, which Stephen Jay Gould has champi¬ 

oned ever more strongly in recent years, means that the world we inhabit 

is simply one of a virtual infinity of worlds. Run the tape again, he says, 

and even the most modest turn on the long road of history translates into 

a dramatic effect a hundred million years or so later. Multiply such excur¬ 

sions of fate a million-fold, and the end result is a world unrecognizable 

to our eyes.26 

The hardheaded conclusion that arises out of the collapse of the 

gradualist interpretation of evolution is that complexity and diversity are 

things that may be desirable from an anthropocentric point of view, but 

they are not the inevitable products of natural forces. The level of com¬ 

plexity we see around us in the present may not be as high or as produc¬ 

tive of variety as previous peaks in evolution, and future peaks may also 

be more productive of variety. Indeed, by enacting wholesale change on 

present ecosystems, humans may be providing the conditions favorable 

for new forms of life and hence new types of complexity to emerge. Once 

gradualist assumptions are removed, there is no reason to conserve or as¬ 

sist the present type of complexity we see manifested around us. 
From a Darwinian understanding of the evolution of life, no natural¬ 

istic ethic is present that could link human ethics and action to the mainte¬ 

nance of present levels of biodiversity. There are a number of possible 

pathways that are compatible with ecoevolutionary theory. Commitment 
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to the “diversity and complexity pathway” is an aesthetic and ethical 

choice that might arise out of human needs and interests. Equally, human¬ 

ity might choose a path of progress that is inconsistent with the current 

level of biodiversity, and this too could be justified within contemporary 
evolutionary theory. 

Bookchin’s account of evolution is thought to be incapable of ad¬ 

dressing the major objection to an ethics based on the direction of evo¬ 

lution, namely, that there are numerous, equally viable directions, not 

all of them consistent with a complexity that features unity (mutualism) 

and diversity (freedom). The extension of an inadequately argued scien¬ 

tific basis for unity and diversity into advocacy of “nonhierarchical” re¬ 

lations in nature and society and increasing degrees of “subjectivity” 

further compounds problems with Bookchin’s lack of an adequate con¬ 
ceptual basis for directionality. 

It shall be argued below that it is possible to strengthen Bookchin’s 

position by supplementing it with new material from complexity theory 

that takes evolution well away from its Darwinian roots and provides 

new evidence for the thesis that life is a complex adaptive system that 

self-organizes or moves in the direction of increasing unity and diver¬ 

sity and that included in this naturally evolving complexity is human 
consciousness. 

Another potential criticism of Bookchin’s general thesis is that it 

depends on life being self-generated and directionality being spontane¬ 

ously achieved. Standard accounts in evolutionary theory stress that an 

information transfer system (cybernetics) is responsible for the biologi¬ 

cal order that we see in the evolutionary record. Genetics is required to 

explain life and the evolution of complex structures, and it is a major 

weakness in Bookchin’s work that he does not provide any account of 

how complex structures emerge and are reproduced over time. The is¬ 

sue of self-generated increasing complexity and diversity shall be exam¬ 

ined in greater detail below through contemporary developments in 

evolutionary theory that stress the nongenetic basis of order in the bio¬ 
logical realm. 

Further problems with Bookchin’s thesis have been identified by 

those like Simon, who focuses on the inherent difficulty in defining 

what “variety and complexity mean.”27 Tie cites the work of Levins 

and Lewontin (1985) in providing what he sees as examples from na¬ 

ture that work against the direction (end) of increasing complexity and 

variety. Simon asks rhetorically: “Forest fires, which seem to decrease 

complexity and variety, naturally occur. Are these teleological develop¬ 

ments? Are we to cooperate in this development?”28 Another critic, 

Eckersley, argues that Bookchin “projects” his own set of social values 

into an idiosyncratic reading of the direction of evolution and that this 
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position amounts to support for the direct intervention by humans in 

evolutionary processes. She suggests that Bookchin’s naturalistic ethic 

founders because “his case rests on intuitive reasoning and ingenious 

rhetorical questions rather than testable hypotheses.”29 She is also criti¬ 

cal of Bookchin’s organismic philosophy when it claims that there can 

be objective knowledge of the movement from potentiality to actuality 

in evolution. 

Bookchin sees all development in individual organisms, ecosys¬ 

tems, and society as exemplifying the same type of underlying dynamic 

of immanent or self-generated movement from potentiality to actuality. 

Eckersley counterargues that in doing this Bookchin is in part “collaps¬ 

ing ontogenetic development . . . into phylogenetic evolution.”30 The 

debate between Eckersley and Bookchin continues in this collection of 

essays and Bookchin has produced a lengthy reply to Eckersley’s cri¬ 

tique31 that focuses on the issue of human control of evolution. I do 

not intend to go over this ground again. 

On the basis of these numerous criticisms, it is evident that Book¬ 

chin does not provide adequate detail about the foundations of, and 

crucial terms in, his directionality thesis. Despite the references to scien¬ 

tific literature, Bookchin’s position ultimately rests on the conviction 

that directionality is in some way self-evident. He suggests that the “di¬ 

rective development of nature toward complexity . . . requires no 

greater intellectual justification than the fact of Being itself.”32 The crit¬ 

ics are correct in seeing such a justification as inadequate. A more de¬ 

tailed and current explanation of evolutionary theory and its key terms 

is required to defend and expand the basic thesis. The status of these 

terms within contemporary evolutionary theory and the relationship 

between dynamic events in nature like fire and flood, diversity and 

complexity, and human agency shall also be examined below. 

Directionality in Nature 

There is continuing general support from within science for the view 

that there is directionality in nature toward the increasingly diverse and 

complex. In any contemporary text on biological and evolutionary sci¬ 

ence it is possible to view the evidence based on the fossil record of in¬ 

creasing diversity and complexity of species and ecosystems over time. 

On the issue of complexity, the fossil record shows that there has 

been a sequence of developments in life from the simple to the com¬ 

plex. The Monera, or single-celled organisms, have evolved into other, 

more complex kingdoms such as the Fungi, Plantae, and Ammalia over 

great time. From the Triassic through to the Pleistocene epochs, life has 
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manifested a tendency to produce more complex organisms. The ge¬ 

netic and anatomical structure of mammals represents the most com¬ 

plex form of life that has been known; humans, while they share 98% 

of their genes with their closest relatives, the great apes, are at the lead¬ 

ing edge of the evolution of the brain into new dimensions of complex¬ 
ity. 

On the question of diversity, according to our best information at 

the present time, there are between 5 and 100 million species existing 

on the planet. Over time, despite periods of mass extinction, there has 

been an increase in the rate of speciation as compared to the rate of ex¬ 

tinction; we can therefore conclude that biodiversity has increased over 

evolutionary history. According to Wilson, “Today the diversity of life 

is greater than it was one hundred million years ago—and far greater 

than 500 million years before that.”33 Increasing complexity and diver¬ 

sity in nature is not simply a philosophical assertion; it is supported by 
the best scientific evidence available. 

Over the last two decades the issue of how the complexity and di¬ 

versity of life has arisen has led to some revolutionary new theories in 

evolution and related fields of inquiry. The self-organization of complex 

order in the world has been a constant theme in this literature. It is re¬ 

lated to increasing speculation from within science about the existence 

of deep and fundamental principles within complex systems creating an 

emergent order that acts on evolution and ecosystems long before natu¬ 

ral selection and genetics have an influence.34 The field of complexity 

theory is relatively new and is a continuing source of fertile new direc¬ 

tions for research and its applications. The application of the field to 

Bookehm’s thesis on directionality in nature and the future develop¬ 

ment of social ecology can only be tentative at this stage. However, in 

the remainder of this contribution, I shall argue that there is indeed a 

potentially fertile union of complexity theory and social ecology that 

begins to counter the major objections to Bookchin’s work outlined 
above. 

Under the influence of pioneering researchers such as Prigogine and Sten- 

gei s (1984), theie has been an attempt within contemporary science to 

apply new ideas about how open systems, be they biological or nonbio- 

logical, are potentially capable of self-organization in the face of forces 

that might cause them to degenerate. Prigogine has used the term “dissi¬ 

pative structure ” to describe how it is that living and nonliving systems 

can postpone the effects of the second law of thermodynamics which de¬ 

scribes the inevitable loss of directly accessible energy that occurs in the 

universe (entropy). Dissipative structures take in energy from their envi¬ 
ronment and create new forms of order. As Davies explains: 
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This is the key to the remarkable self-organizing abilities of far-from- 

equilibrium systems. Organized activity in a closed system inevitably de¬ 

cays in accordance with the second law of thermodynamics. But a dissipa¬ 

tive structure evades the degenerative effects of the second law by export¬ 

ing entropy into its environment. In this way, although the total entropy 

of the universe continually rises, the dissipative structure maintains its co¬ 

herence and order, and may even increase it.36 

The relevance of nonequilibrium thermodynamics (NET) to ecol¬ 

ogy, evolution, and ultimately ethics has provided a fertile meeting 

point for science and philosophy, where we now have a universally ap¬ 

plicable theory that attempts to explain “the generative capabilities in 

nature.”37 Such an investigation has provided new insight into the evo¬ 

lutionary process and may even answer some of Simon’s complaints 

about the lack of detail in Bookchin’s use of terms like complexity, vari¬ 

ety, and potentiality, as well as addressing some of Eckersley’s difficul¬ 

ties with Bookchin’s immanent or internal teleology. 

Those who have applied the new insights generated by nonequilib¬ 

rium thermodynamics to evolutionary theory have, in an admittedly 

controversial area, done a great deal to assist the defense of a naturalis¬ 

tic ethic along Bookchinist lines. The principles of NET are themselves 

evolving within complexity theory; however, there is an emerging per¬ 

spective that dissipative structures develop in an irreversible way 

through self-organization to states of increased complexity. As Depew 

and Weber argue: 

It is an essential property, as we have seen, of dissipative structures, when 

proper kinetic pathways are available, to self-organise and, when initial 

boundary conditions are specified, to evolve toward greater complexity. 

. . . Thus if we grant that biological systems are constrained by the same 

physical laws that made their emergence possible, we can expect that such 

systems—organisms, populations, species, clades, ecosystems, and the bio¬ 

sphere as a whole—will evolve, and evolve toward greater complexity.'x 

In contrast to a Darwinian evolutionary perspective, which is 

based on Newtonian closed systems, evolution can be understood in 

terms of dissipative structures. This means that biological systems are 

engaged in an endogenous (modern science) or immanent (Hegelian 

nature philosophy) movement toward complexity and that this fea¬ 

ture of life leads, unlike in Darwinian theory, to the idea that the di¬ 

rection of evolution is irreversible. That is, an evolving system can¬ 

not, within its own dynamic, return to an earlier and simpler state. 

As argued by Depew and Weber, it is a feature of systems explicated 

in NET terms to be 
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irreversible not just in fact, but in principle, because, lacking inertial 

states to which they would tend to return when forces are removed, the 

entities in the system are defined historically—in terms of the entire se¬ 

quence of their interactions over a series of irreversible changes.39 

Once biological systems are conceptualized as dissipative struc¬ 

tures, the self-generated movement from simplicity to complexity in liv¬ 

ing systems provides a measure of support for Bookchin’s philosophical 

and evolutionary arguments for directionality in nature. The order that 

arises out of increasing complexity in biological systems is not then 

something that can be treated in atomistic and reductionistic terms. The 

creation of order-in-complexity, when understood in terms of eco- 

evolution and NET, is the outcome of the interaction of energy systems 

over very long periods of time. Although periods of stability may occur 

in geological time, changes that create new levels of complexity will be 

the result of fluctuations or perturbations in that system. The stability 

we have now in biogeochemical systems is itself the product of irre¬ 

versible movement from simplicity to complexity over deep time. The 

search for the fundamental principles of order in the creation of life has 

seen the suggestion that “attractors,” or states toward which a dynamic 

system eventually settles, play an important role in the maintenance 

and creation of diversity. In complexity theory there is a recurrent 

theme that very complex and seemingly chaotic systems can give rise to 

regularity and order. However, the order that is achieved is not fixed, 

but rather delicately poised between order and instability. As Goodwin 
summarizes: 

For complex non-linear dynamic systems with rich networks of interact¬ 

ing elements, there is an attractor that lies between a region of chaotic be¬ 

haviour and one that is “frozen” in the ordered regime, with little sponta¬ 

neous activity. Then any such system, be it a developing organism, a 

brain, an insect colony, or an ecosystem, will tend to settle dynamically at 

the edge of chaos. If it moves into the chaotic regime it will come out 

again of its own accord; and if it strays too far into the ordered regime it 

will tend to melt back into dynamic fluidity where there is rich but la¬ 

bile order, one that is inherently unstable and open to change.40 

The application of complexity theory to all types of complex, dy¬ 

namic systems has produced renewed interest in a project that unifies 

all natural phenomena under common natural laws. Biological and 

physical entities are subject to the same natural forces, and different 

levels of biological organization are subject to common principles of or¬ 

ganization. Such a perspective begins to explain how it is possible for 

organic form to emerge in the first place. The process of morphogene- 
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sis, as Goodwin points out, describes how development occurs from an 

immature organism (embryo) to a mature adult; however, Goodwin 

further argues: 

During morphogenesis, emergent order is generated by distinctive types of 

dynamic process in which genes play a significant but limited role. Mor¬ 

phogenesis is the source of emergent evolutionary properties, and it is the 

absence of a theory of organisms that includes this basic generative pro¬ 

cess that has resulted in both the disappearance of organisms from Dar¬ 

winism and the failure to account for the origin of the emergent charac¬ 

teristics that identify species.41 

The morphogenesis hypothesis can be used to explain the similarities 

that exist between species like the Tasmanian wolf, a doglike carnivo¬ 

rous marsupial with stripes on its back, and placental mammals such as 

the wolf. Unrelated species, evolving in different epochs on different 

continents have very similar shapes, anatomical features, and behav- 
42 

tors. 

In the light of the argument that there are “generic forms that 

characterize organismic morphology,”43 it becomes more difficult to 

maintain the traditional definitions of ontogeny and phylogeny. As Hull 

summarizes with respect to the biological realm, “Today the clear dis¬ 

tinction between ontogeny and phylogeny is once again being brought 
• ' 99 44 
into question. 

The Darwinian tradition that emphasizes the contingency of evolu¬ 

tion is also under revision. Indeed, Goodwin argues, in contrast to 

Gould, that if we run the tape of evolution over again, it is possible 

that we would get a biological world very similar to the one we have 

now. 
It is clear, then, that within contemporary biology there are theo¬ 

retical movements that are consistent with Bookchin’s Hegelian account 

of the emergence of organic order. Given the embryonic stage of Kauff¬ 

man’s attempt to find the fundamental principles of self-organization 

and Goodwin’s work on the types of attractors that define morphologi¬ 

cal possibilities, Eckersley’s concerns are not without foundation. How¬ 

ever, it is clear that critics of the directionality thesis must examine this 

new area in contemporary theory before any comprehensive dismissal 

of Bookchin’s position is attempted. 

Bookchin’s claim that human consciousness (subjectivity) is a vital 

part of the evolution of complexity and diversity is consistent with the 

idea within complexity theory that consciousness is “the climax of one 

kind of progress (in complex adaptive systems), that of information 

processing.”45 Similarly, the application of complexity theory and NET 
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to events in nature like bushfires that seem, in line with Simon’s inter¬ 

pretation, completely random and productive of decreased complexity 

in ecosystems, produces a completely different perspective. As Johnson 

maintains, ecosystems display “natural cyclic processes in the vicinity 

of the climax”; he shows that fire plays an important role in perpetuat¬ 

ing such cycles. He summarizes: 

Long-term cyclic effects result from intermittent fires in the Northern 

Woodlands of the United States. A mosaic of cells, each at a different 

stage within the cycle, is thus formed allowing the whole to remain in a 

dynamic steady state. The formation of cells is, in itself, a damping 

mechanism since complete synchronisation of oscillations would lead to 

violent and possibly lethal fluctuations.46 

Thus fire does not necessarily lead to a decrease in the complexity in 

nature; it may in fact be integral to the maintenance of the biodiversity 

present in different stages or successions in an ecological system. Mod¬ 

ern biologists are now focusing on the nonequilibrium determinants of 

biological communities as a factor in explaining species diversity. As 
Reice argues: 

In some systems the return frequency of disturbance is so long that the 

impression of equilibrium conditions develops. This is what underlies the 

traditional idea of climax communities. However, careful observation re¬ 

veals that disturbance is ubiquitous and frequent relative to the life spans 

of the dominant taxa. Thus communities are always recovering from the 

last disturbance. It is the process of that recovery that produces the high 

diversity we find in disturbed systems.47 

Arguments of a similar nature could be made about other events in 

nature like floods and drought that seem to decrease complexity and 

diversity. When humans try to control or manage water so as to remove 

the uncertainty of flooding, they attempt to create conditions of quasi¬ 

equilibrium in which the stability of the system seems assured over long 

periods of time. However, if conditions arise in which change in the 

system can take place, such change is likely to totally alter the system. 

Hence, flood mitigation projects may lead to worse floods than would 

have occurred if such attempts to engineer a solution were not imple¬ 

mented. In NET terms, closed systems are in jeopardy by virtue of the 

huge changes that they are likely to suffer. Although it seems counterin¬ 

tuitive, open systems in a far from equilibrium situation are likely to 

experience more controlled and smaller changes through spontaneous 

self-organization within the system. 
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Bookchin, until 1990, did not fully endorse a systems approach to the 

understanding of eco-evolution as support for his naturalistically de¬ 

rived ethic. He comments with regard to Prigoginian systems theory 

that 

I feel obliged to note that a system of positive feedback allows for no con¬ 

cept of potentiality. We know only from Prigoginian “fluctuations” that 

when a system approaches a “far from equilibrium” situation . . . there is 

no way to determine whether the system will simply fall apart into 

“chaos” or assume an immanently predictable form. . . . Prigogine’s em¬ 

phasis on the irreversibility of time, appropriate as it may be in exorcising 

a mechanistic dynamics based on time’s irreversibility, is not congruent 

with process and evolution.48 

Such fluctuations could produce the postmodernist version of 

chaos theory, where nothing is stable and all can be deconstructed into 

a Nietzschean nihilism with no objective points of reference.49 Clearly, 

such a prospect is anathema to the totality of Bookchin’s work. He is 

also critical of systems theory for its “mechanistic mentality,” which 

leads to the reduction of organismic thinking to mathematical abstrac¬ 

tion. However, since he concedes that “randomness is subject to a di¬ 

rective ordering principle,”50 Bookchin does seem to be prepared for 

the possibility that there can be greater understanding of such ordering 

principles. This is precisely what complexity theorists have been at¬ 

tempting to do; their achievements so far have brought into question 

some of the fundamental assumptions of Darwinian evolution and re¬ 

ductionists genetic and cellular biology. 

The picture that emerges from these new developments in NET 

and complexity theory is one in which the mechanistic, Newtonian cer¬ 

tainty of a closed-system model of the world is no longer tenable. The 

uncertainty of far-from-equilibrium situations that Bookchin identifies 

is a part of the new picture; however, their irreversibility, if “appropri¬ 

ate boundary conditions are maintained,”51 is particularly relevant for 

biological systems understood in terms of NET. The periods of appar¬ 

ent stability with “near equilibrium” systems are predicated upon the 

operation of NET in eco-evolution over very long periods of time. Fur¬ 

thermore, the order present in life on earth at all levels of complexity is 

now being explicated by complexity theorists in terms of fundamental 

ordering principles that cut across all levels of complexity. At the very 

least, within this new domain we have a number of very important hy¬ 

potheses that can be explored in any context that is explicable in terms 
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of the flow of energy and the spontaneous production of order. Such a 

conclusion may not be as strong as that desired by Bookchin, but it 

does explicitly connect a naturalistic ethic to an emerging understand¬ 

ing of the nature of reality. If humans impose change on dynamic sys¬ 

tems in such a way as to create wild fluctuations, then clearly such fluc¬ 

tuations could bring about major ecological disturbances and 

consequent catastrophes for life on earth. Human action, when medi¬ 

ated by an understanding of complexity theory and NET, will work 

within design parameters that ensure that our impacts on ecosystems 

are within the tolerances of dissipative structures. We can continue to 

export our socially produced entropy into environmental “sinks” only 

if such sinks are capable of absorbing such “waste” and can continue 

to do so indefinitely. The ability of sinks to do this work may, in turn, 

depend on the ongoing level of biodiversity in, for example, wetlands, 

oceans, and forests, since we know that the current relationship be¬ 

tween plants, organisms, and the physical components of the planet is 

one that is capable of maintaining long-term self-regulatory ecosystem 
relationships. 

As humans denude biodiversity on the planet and move to create 

vast monocultures that are susceptible to dangerous change, we risk de¬ 

stroying complexity and diversity that it has taken the whole of evolu¬ 

tionary history to achieve. We can choose to support the ongoing evo¬ 

lution of self-organized systems or work to impose structures that 

destroy complexity and diversity. 

Humans are no longer constrained by evolution to always work 

within limits imposed by nature. That we can prevent the free unfold- 

mg of evolutionary potential toward increasing complexity and diver¬ 

sity is manifestly obvious; however, in doing so we sever our connec¬ 

tion to past and future natural evolution of the planet. As argued by 

Slocombe, to be truly sustainable, human society can no longer attempt 

to impose an artificial equilibrium on social or ecological systems. On 

the contrary, he maintains that “success at adapting, at becoming part 

of the evolving system and capitalising on its particular structure, or¬ 

ganisation, and dynamics is a more appropriate strategy.”52 Bookchin 

agrees with such a strategy in that he sees human involvement in such 

systems, as Charles Elton had observed, as “more like steering a boat” 

in a complex stream than applying rigid rules to a fixed system. Book¬ 

chin suggests that such sensitive management of human activity re¬ 

quires detailed knowledge and that “what ecology, both natural and so¬ 

cial, can hope to teach us is the way to find the current and understand 

tie direction of the stream.”^1 As Bookchin might be willing to agree 

understanding complexity theory and NET and their relationship to 

biodiversity provides a framework to “help us distinguish which of our 
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actions serve the thrust of evolution and which of them impede 

them.”54 

Understanding the direction of evolution does not mean that hu¬ 

mans must return to a hunting-and-gathering lifestyle or commit two- 

thirds of the planet to “wilderness.” As products of evolution and with 

an understanding of its direction, humans can, as Bookchin puts it, 

evolve socially in a way that complements this direction. An ethics of 

complementarity could see humans open up new and innovative ways 

of linking their needs to a foundation of social life based on renewable 

energy pathways and technology that is organically connected to it. 

Such innovation includes a complete change in the design principles 

that inform all of our technologies; it also provides social ecologists 

with a framework to critically and objectively evaluate the homogeneity 

and monocultures that are currently the outcome of the globalization of 

capitalist culture.55 

A challenge for social ecologists now is to apply the insights of 

NET and complexity theory to the remaking of contemporary society. 

It is clear that our current system of production and consumption is un¬ 

sustainable since it relies on nonrenewable energy and creates social 

structures such as cities and their urban complexes that do not operate 

as viable, long-term dissipative structures. The vision from within social 

ecology for an energy and material base for social life that is consistent 

with self-organized directionality has received considerable support 

from those who have applied the new science of complexity to eco¬ 

nomic and social systems. Dyke, for example, has encouraged social 

theorists to apply “entropy bookkeeping” rather than “economic book¬ 

keeping” to understand how a city might be conceptualized as a dissi¬ 

pative structure.'’6 

Such a perspective counters the attempt by planners and engineers 

to force all parts of the social system in diverse parts of the planet to 

conform to universal standards. The origin of such mentalities lies in 

institutional and political forces that use their economic power to im¬ 

pose fixed standards on what are locally defined dynamic systems. The 

dangers of such high-risk engineered design in physical systems such as 

rivers (e.g., the Mississippi) is now well understood and provides theo¬ 

rists such as Bookchin who have long championed the cause of social 

and cultural diversity a new foundation on which to make and defend 

such claims. As an integral part of the critique of globalization, its 

entropy-maximizing tendencies, and the homogenization of social sys¬ 

tems, social ecologists can help to draw the biophysical limits of human 

settlements and institutions, at specific places on earth, in terms of 

entropy-minimizing dissipative structures and dynamic, self-organizing 

systems.57 
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Social ecologists and ecoanarchists have long argued that an eco¬ 

logical understanding of life provides foundations for and guidance 

about how human communities and their institutions can be made to 

harmonize with natural systems. Ecosystems have been highlighted as 

examples of self-organizing systems that exhibit high degrees of order 

without external design or hierarchical power structures. As such, the 

understanding of ecosystems has provided considerable support to the 

idea that human social, economic, and political systems could be organ¬ 

ized in a similar way. Complexity theorists are now identifying more 

fundamental sources of order that underpin the biological order found 

within ecosystems. The combined insights of Bookchin’s dialectical 

naturalism, eco-evolutionary science, and complexity theory provide an 

expanded foundation upon which to build a more theoretically sophis¬ 
ticated social ecology. 

The application of this expanded foundation to the future direc¬ 

tion of our cultural evolution is a major challenge. Human ethics, aes¬ 

thetics, and values that apply the principle of maintaining or increasing 

the complexity and diversity of social systems while at the same time 

maintaining or increasing the complexity and diversity of natural sys¬ 

tems will drive the creation of whole new ways of doing economics, 

politics, technology, education, art, and architecture. The advocacy by 

social ecologists of ecocommunities run by participatory democracies 

structured by renewable energy and ecologically sustainable technolo¬ 

gies can be defended as the most appropriate response humans can 

make to the new understanding we have of complex, dynamic systems 

and the way they can self-organize to increased states of complexity 
and diversity. 

We directly expenence the tragic loss of potential to mature to¬ 

ward fuller complexity and richer diversity when confronted with the 

unexpected death of a child. The same sense of tragedy is confronting 

us with the premature destruction of complexity and diversity of the 

planet. A sense of the greater directionality of nature and an ethics of 

complementarity just might help in the building of self-generated hu¬ 

man communities that are organically connected to the local, regional, 

and continental physical systems that provide the energy, resources, and 
order they require for continuity. 
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Chapter 4 

Social Ecology 
and Reproductive Freedom 
A Feminist Perspective 

REGINA COCHRANE 

Introduction 

In Feminism and Ecology: On the Domination of Nature,” Patricia 

Jagentowicz Mills undertakes a critical evaluation of the ecofeminist 

theory of Ynestra King. Acknowledging that ecofeminism addresses 

valid concerns that do not receive sufficient attention in any other ap¬ 

proach to feminism, Mills refers to King’s work as “groundbreaking.” 

However, besides finding that work inadequate on the theoretical level, 

Mills takes King to task for what she terms an “abstract pronature 

stance that calls for a reconciliation between humanity and nature but 

that does not take into account an issue of fundamental importance to 
feminists: abortion.1 

Given that the ecofeminist critique of contemporary Western soci¬ 

ety centers on the connection between the domination of nature and 

the domination of women, Mills feels that the general silence of eco- 

femmists on the issue of abortion and their failure to outline a politics 

of reproduction represents a serious omission indeed. Mills actually 

goes as far as claiming that this gap in ecofeminist theory “paves the 

way for the erosion of women’s reproductive freedom.” She is con¬ 

cerned that the growing popularity of ecofeminism within the main¬ 

stream women’s movement may have a depoliticizing effect on femi¬ 

nism, reducing it to “merely a handmaid of the ecology movement ”2 

Since Mills’s article was written, in 1991, there have been some 
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limited attempts by ecofeminists to elaborate a politics of reproductive 

freedom. For example, in a chapter entitled “Abortion Rights and Ani¬ 

mal Rights,” which is included in her 1994 text Neither Man nor 

Beast, ecofeminist Carol Adams develops a defense of abortion that is 

informed by cultural feminist ethics as well as by a liberal extentionist 

animal rights theory. Yet, as even Adams herself acknowledges, this is a 

narrow approach that represents merely a first step in the formulation 

of a more extensive theory of reproductive freedom.J I have argued 

elsewhere, moreover, that, with its celebration of motherhood and its 

tendency to dualistically align women with a feminized nature in oppo¬ 

sition to a male culture, the countercultural standpoint of cultural (as 

distinct from radical) feminism that currently enjoys hegemony in the 

women’s and ecofeminist movements constitutes a questionable posi¬ 

tion in which to root ecofeminism,4 let alone an ecofeminist politics of 

abortion. Irene Diamond’s Fertile Ground, also published in 1994, is a 

much more comprehensive effort to outline what she refers to as a 

“politics of fertility.”5 Diamond’s work, however, is informed by the 

poststructuralism of Michel Foucault—an anti-Enlightenment and 

antidialectical stance that I have argued is also ultimately problematic 

for ecofeminists.6 
According to Mills, part of the reason why abortion is an issue in 

contemporary society is because of the nature/culture dualism at the 

root of Western thought. In order to move beyond this dualism, she 

stresses, what is needed is a dialectical understanding of feminist issues 

such as abortion: 

Without a more careful analysis of the dialectical relation between nature 

and history [or culture], the “natural” event of a pregnancy emerges as an 

end in itself, rather than part of the human historical enterprise. And this 

creates the possibility for interpreting abortion as a form of the domina¬ 

tion of nature.7 

Cognizant of the nature/culture dualism underlying both cultural 

and socialist feminisms, King calls for the formulation of a new dialec¬ 

tical feminism. In so doing, she looks to the social ecology of ecoanar- 

chist theorist Murray Bookchin for political inspiration.8 Bookchin’s so¬ 

cial ecology represents an attempt to transcend the dualistic separation 

of culture from nature typical of modern capitalist society, Marxism, 

and liberal environmentalism. It seeks as well to offer an alternative to 

the reductionism inherent in a “deep ecology” that espouses a “biocen¬ 

trism” that ultimately collapses human society into nature.; “Social 

ecology,” claims Bookchin, “showfsj how nature slowly phases into so¬ 

ciety without ignoring the differences between society and nature, on 
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the one hand, as well as the extent to which they merge with each other 

on the other.”10 In order to distinguish this approach from the dialecti¬ 

cal idealism of Hegel and the dialectical materialism of Marx, Bookchin 

calls his philosophy “dialectical naturalism.”11 

King’s failure to clarify the status of abortion in relation to her cri¬ 

tique of the domination of nature clearly indicates the limits of her at¬ 

tempt to develop a dialectical feminist theory. Given the dualism inher¬ 

ent in most contemporary feminist thought, the formulation of such a 

theory is, however, a project that holds considerable promise. This es¬ 

say contributes to the development of such a dialectical feminism by at¬ 

tempting to elaborate, and then subject to a combined radical and so¬ 

cialist feminist critique, a politics of abortion and, more generally, 

reproductive freedom that is rooted in the dialectical naturalism of so¬ 
cial ecology. 

For a number of reasons, the ecoanarchist perspective of Bookchin 

represents an interesting starting point from which to investigate a dia¬ 

lectical approach to abortion and reproductive freedom. Anarchists 

have long favored sexual freedom—one of the earliest advocates of 

birth control and sexual liberation in North America, in fact, was the 

famous anarcho-feminist Emma Goldman. In addition, as Alison Jaggar 

and M. Hawkesworth point out, radical feminism and anarchism over¬ 

lap to a certain extent with respect to the type of political strategies 

they choose to employ.12 Moreover, Bookchin’s differentiation of “free¬ 

dom” from “justice” is helpful in clarifying the distinction radical and 

socialist feminists make between “reproductive freedom” and “abor¬ 

tion rights. Finally, as Jaggar states: “Because it cannot be achieved 

within the existing order, reproductive freedom is in fact a revolution¬ 

ary demand. Such an investigation, therefore, also serves as a means 

of evaluating the potential of social ecology to “remake” society in 

such a way that women as well as men are able to achieve real free¬ 
dom. 

This essay will be organized in the following manner. First, I will 

examine the position of social ecology on abortion. Since Bookchin 

himself says nothing on the issue, this position will be developed by ex¬ 

panding upon certain of his ideas, as well as by drawing upon the writ¬ 

ings of social ecologist Janet Biehl who has broached the subject. Next, 

I will discuss the theme of reproductive freedom from a feminist per¬ 

spective. 1 hen I will subject the position of social ecology on reproduc¬ 

tive fieedom, elaborated in the second part of this chapter, to a feminist 

critique. I will conclude by offering a brief discussion of the implica¬ 

tions of this feminist critique of social ecology for the project of devel¬ 
oping a dialectical feminism. 
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In her book Finding Our Way, which is largely a critique of cultural 

ecofeminism, Janet Biehl raises (but does not develop to any significant 

extent) the subject of reproductive politics. Asserting that the “logic” of 

ecofeminism is “to deny women their reproductive freedom,” Biehl ad¬ 

vocates instead the approach of social ecology14: 

The ethics of social ecology has particularly profound implications for 

women. As human beings, women’s lives are no more determined by biol¬ 

ogy than are men’s. Unlike other female animals, the human female is ca¬ 

pable of making decisive choices about when and under what circum¬ 

stances she will reproduce. The distinction between the facile ethical 

proposals of ecofeminists and social ecology’s ethics should be especially 

clear on the issue of abortion and reproductive freedom generally. An 

ethical prescription superficially drawn from first [external] nature that 

argues that all life is sacred would oblige us to oppose abortion on the 

grounds that it is destructive of “life” if its adherents are to be consistent. 

By contrast, in social ecology’s ethics, in which first nature is a realm of 

increasing subjectivity out of which society [second nature] emerges, 

women would have a right to reproductive freedom that is grounded in 

the emergence of society and natural evolution. As human beings uniquely 

capable of making ethical choices that increase their freedom in the con¬ 

text of an ecological whole, women’s reproductive freedom would be a 

given.15 

The ethics of social ecology, in Biehl’s view, grounds women’s right to 

“choice” on the matter of abortion in the dialectical distinction of 

“first” or biological nature from “second” or social nature. As a bio¬ 

logical but not yet a social entity, the fetus belongs to the realm of first 

nature. As both a social and a biological being, the pregnant woman is 

part of second nature—society—as well as first nature—biology. While 

the woman herself is an actuality, a person, the fetus she is carrying is, 

to use Bookchin’s terminology, a “mere potentiality” that “has not 

‘come to itself.’ ”16 
In elaborating his philosophy of dialectical naturalism, Bookchin 

notes “that what may be ‘brought forth’ is not necessarily ‘deve¬ 

loped.’ ” Using the example of an acorn, he points out that it “may be¬ 

come food for a squirrel or wither on a concrete sidewalk, rather than 

‘develop’ into what it is potentially constituted to become—notably, an 

oak tree.”17 By comparing this example and the situation of a pregnant 

woman, it is possible to draw an analogy between the case of an acorn 

withering on the sidewalk and a (spontaneous) miscarriage. It is also 
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possible to draw another analogy—but one that is ultimately even less 

satisfying—between the squirrel’s biological need for food and the preg¬ 

nant woman’s need for both health on the biological level and happi¬ 
ness and fulfillment on the social level. 

The squirrel’s need for food can cause it to “abort” the potential 

of an acorn to develop into an oak tree by consuming it. By analogy, it 

is possible to argue that the pregnant woman’s need for health, happi¬ 

ness, and fulfillment—all of which are interconnected—can cause her to 

abort the potential of the fetus she is carrying to develop into a human 

being by terminating her pregnancy.18 Indeed, according to this line of 

argument, a woman who reproduces against her will is functioning as a 

biological rather than as a social being. Giving birth then becomes a 
truly human act only when it is volitional. 

The argument and analogy above can be further strengthened by 

expanding it to include Bookchin’s idea of a “natural tendency” or 

“nisus” in organic evolution toward “greater complexity and subjectiv¬ 

ity.”19 Although the squirrel terminates the potential to develop into 

oak trees of those acorns it consumes, in the process of collecting 

acorns to eat, it moves some, which it subsequently loses, away from 

where they fell near the base of the tree. If these acorns develop into 

oaks, they will do so in locations where they will not compete with the 

parent tree for nutrients. Thus, in the process of collecting nuts to eat, a 

squirrel helps trees to achieve “greater complexity,” while trees func¬ 
tion in a like manner for it. 

By analogy it can be argued that a woman who chooses to abort a 

fetus, in order to be better able to fulfill her own social and biological 

potentials, becomes capable of making a greater contribution to society. 

She can do this by having the time and energy to devote to developing 

her own unique talents which she can then apply to various social proj¬ 

ects. She can also do this by raising the children she already has, or 

may have in the future, under conditions that are more amenable to the 

achievement of their individual potentials as well. Thus, while a woman 

who chooses to terminate a pregnancy is aborting the potentiality of a 

fetus, a woman who reproduces against her will may be aborting her 

own potentiality—the further potentiality of an existing actuality. 

What distinguishes human beings, as part of second nature, from 
beings that exist in the realm of first nature only is, for Bookchin, their 

self-consciousness. The appearance of human life on earth marked a 

ciucial change in the direction of evolution, he argues, a change from 

largely adaptive life forms to a life form that is at least potentially 

moral and creative.20 Thus humans are able to “choose, alter, and re- 

constiuct their [natural as well as social] environment and raise the 

moral issue of what ought to be, not merely live unquestioningly with 
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the what zs.”21 Applying this claim to the case of abortion, it is possible 

to argue, following the same line of thought as Bookchin, that the will¬ 

ful termination of a pregnancy as an act of “human intervention into 

the natural world is not a sick aberration of evolution.” Rather, it is an 

example of “the extent to which humanity actualizes a deep-seated 

nisus in evolution toward self-consciousness and freedom.”22 

One last principle from Bookchin’s elaboration of social ecology 

that is relevant to the practice of abortion is his notion of the “self- 

governing” individual. “The revolutionary project must take its point 

of departure from a fundamental libertarian precept,” asserts Book- 

chin, “[that] every normal human being is competent to manage the af¬ 

fairs of the community in which he or she is a member.”23 As compe¬ 

tent individuals, women should be able not only to participate in the 

management of community affairs, but also to manage their own af¬ 

fairs. If they choose to terminate their pregnancies, when (i.e., at what 

stage), where, why, and how they choose to do so should be left up to 

them and to them alone. 

Feminism and Reproductive Freedom 

Anthropology and history provide evidence, insists Rosalind Petchesky, 

that the majority of human societies have in some way tried to regulate 

their fertility.24 “Conscious activity to control human fertility is as in¬ 

trinsic to the social being of human groups,” she asserts, “as the activ¬ 

ity to control and organize the production of food.”23 Due to the fact 

that it is effective, technically simple, and, above all, does not require 

male cooperation, abortion has, she claims, been the most prevalent 

and persistent of all methods of fertility control.26 
Petchesky considers the common assumption that birth control 

and abortion were invented by modern industrial societies to be an “in¬ 

tellectual error of technological determinism.” It confuses the activities 

of birth control and abortion with the techniques used to carry them 

out.27 Hence, she insists, the contemporary demand for abortion is the 

stimulus for, rather than the consequence of, its legalization and avail¬ 

ability.28 Women who choose to induce or undergo an abortion, as con¬ 

scious agents of their own fertility control, play an active role in the 

process.29 In the context of patriarchal culture and an ideology that de¬ 

fines women by their biology and/or the needs of others, exercising 

“choice” constitutes, therefore, a conscious act of resistance. ’0 

However, a woman’s right to abortion is, as Caroline Whitbeck 

points out, at best a negative one: the right to terminate a pregnancy 

without interference.31 Petchesky expands upon this notion as follows: 
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Abortion in itself does not create reproductive freedom. It only makes the 

burdensome and fatalistic aspects of women’s responsibility for pregnancy 

less total. It does not socialize that responsibility, empower a woman in 

her relations with men or society, or assure her of a liberated sexuality.32 

What is needed, then, to achieve true reproductive freedom is not only 

free access to abortion but also sexual freedom and social autonomy. 

Reproductive freedom involves being in control of one’s own sexu¬ 

ality as well as one’s own fertility. For Nikki Colodny, this controls en¬ 

tails “determining what kind of sex we have, and when. Redefining our 

sexuality as autonomous women means developing our own criteria for 

convenience.” ’3 Petchesky suggests that what is called for is an “alter¬ 

native culture of sexuality embracing passion and play as well as love” 

and a “new morality integrating] a broad ecumenical acceptance of 

multiple forms of pleasure with the principle of respect for another’s 
body and well-being.”34 

Calls for abortion rights and sexual freedom are, however, most 

often couched only in terms of “women’s control over their own bod¬ 

ies.” Jagger considers this to be a dualistic formulation that tends to 

portray women as essentially “vaginas and wombs on legs.” She sug¬ 

gests that a more appropriate goal would be “women’s control over 

their lives.”35 Social autonomy for women, in the context of reproduc¬ 

tive politics, necessitates that they have access to those material and so¬ 

cial requirements that would allow for the practice of true “choice” 

and sexual liberation in the first place.36 Marlene Fried has succinctly 

summarized such basic material and social provisions as follows: “shel¬ 

ter, food, day care, health care, education, and the possibility of mean¬ 

ingful work, relationships, and engagement in social and political 
life.”37 

Among the necessary social conditions for a meaningful repro¬ 

ductive freedom, one that is particularly important for many femi¬ 

nists is the need for a radical change in the politics of family life. 

The hegemonic view of motherhood in contemporary Western society, 

for example, is one of absolute dedication to and total self-sacrifice 

for one’s (biological) children.38 Pointing out that the institution of 

motherhood as a “women’s sphere” is an ideological construction, 

Petchesky emphasizes that “having and raising children is a funda¬ 

mental dimension of human—as opposed to gender-specific—fulfill¬ 

ment and social life. 39 Therefore, in order to achieve a meaningful 

reproductive freedom, feminists call for changes in the social relations 

of procreation. Especially important is the sharing of parenting in a 
gender-neutral way.40 

Given that it would entail radical changes in the organization of all 
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social institutions—especially, the family—a truly comprehensive ap¬ 

proach to reproductive freedom, contends Jaggar, would be “incom¬ 

patible with the maintenance of any traditional version of public/ 

private distinction.”41 This is so because a truly feminist approach to 

reproductive freedom must be capable not only of transcending the sex¬ 

ual organization of society—particularly the sexual division of labor in 

public and private realms—but also of recognizing the particular role 

played by women in reproduction.42 

Arguing that the personal is political, the women’s movement has 

struggled to bring reproductive issues into the public sphere, empha¬ 

sizes Fried. Yet contemporary public discourse tends to center on the 

notion of a “woman’s right to choose,” while women’s needs for sexual 

freedom and social autonomy—and for the social changes required to 

make these possible—are largely ignored. Given this reality, she calls 

for a transcendence of the current abortion rights movement to one fo¬ 

cusing instead on reproductive freedom.4j 

Social Ecology and Reproductive Freedom: 
A Feminist Critique 

In the ethics of social ecology “women’s reproductive freedom . . . [is] a 

given,” Biehl claims.44 However, while in certain respects the dialectical 

naturalism of social ecology provides a strong ground from which to 

defend a politics of reproductive choice, in other respects it is highly 

problematic for feminists. 
Drawing on Bookchin’s understanding of dialectical theory, Biehl 

explains that the overcoming of a dialectical contradiction entails a 

process in which some previously existing state must be negated, ab¬ 

sorbed, and finally transcended in order that its potentiality might ulti¬ 

mately be fulfilled. In social ecology it is thus the potentiality—the 

“should be”—that constitutes the only true standard by which existing 

reality can be judged.45 Indeed, Bookchin ventures so far as to insist 

that a process that unfolds as it “should” to its “logical” end “is more 

properly ‘real’ than a given ‘what-is’ that is aborted or distorted and 

hence [is] . . . ‘untrue’ to its possibilities.”46 
“That which we prize as most integral to our humanity [is] our ex¬ 

traordinary capacity to think on complex conceptual levels,” asserts 

Bookchin.47 In light of this statement and the claims made above for the 

“should be” as the standard of wholeness, what are we to make of the 

woman who chooses not to abort a fetus that she knows will develop into 

a child who will be severely intellectually disabled? Is such a fetus, which 

is not as it “should be,” to be less valued as a potential human being than 
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one which is “normal”? Is a woman who makes such a decision, one that 

is most likely strongly influenced by emotion as well as by “thinking] on 

complex conceptual levels,” herself less than human? 

With its central goal of striving to transcend the immanent “what-is” 

in order to actualize the potential “what-should-be,” a reproductive poli¬ 

tics rooted in social ecology would seem to be vulnerable to eugenic-like 

appeals to raise only “quality” children. To make this claim is not to ac¬ 

cuse Bookchin and Biehl of advocating eugenics. Bookchin has, in fact, 

been a strong critic of ideologies that have been associated with eugenic 

“ideals”: social Darwinism, neo-Malthusianism, and sociobiology. It is, 

however, to point out the potential consequences of an ethics that under¬ 

values the immanent in its quest to achieve the transcendent and, moreo¬ 

ver, to emphasize the danger to which social ecology leaves itself open in 
its failure to be explicit on such issues. 

As Petchesky points out, the nineteenth- and early-twentieth- 

century birth control and feminist movements did incorporate certain 

elements of eugenic ideology into their thinking. Even Emma Goldman 

was not immune to this trend, as the following remark illustrates: 

Woman no longer wants to be party to the production of a race of sickly, 

feeble, decrepit, wretched human beings, who have neither the strength 

nor the moral courage to throw off the yoke of poverty and slavery. In¬ 

stead she desires fewer and better children, begotten and reared through 

love and free choice; not by compulsion as marriage imposes.4® 

Petchesky emphasizes that the result of such ideological calls for “im¬ 

provement of the race” and “enlightened motherhood” was that fertil¬ 

ity control came to be regarded as “women’s moral duty” rather than 

as something that increased women’s freedom.^ Thus it is possible 

that, while strongly defending a woman’s right to abortion, a reproduc¬ 

tive ethics grounded in dialectical naturalism might potentially reduce a 

woman s reproductive freedom by discouraging her from carrying to 

term, even if she freely chooses to do so, a fetus that is not as it 
“should be.” 

There is one last point concerning social ecology’s defense of 

women s right to abortion that should not go unmentioned. In the 

buildup to her explanation of how dialectical naturalism grounds 

women’s right to reproductive choice, it is ironic that Biehl should 

choose to cite with approval the following passage from Bookchin: 

A thing or phenomenon in dialectical causality remains unsettled, unsta¬ 

ble, in tension much as a fetus ripening toward birth “strains” to be 

born because of the way it is constituted—until it develops itself into 
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what it “should be” in all its wholeness or fullness. It cannot remain in 

endless tension or “contradiction” with what it is organized to become 

without becoming warped or undoing itself. It must ripen into the fullness 

of its being.50 

While an acorn, given favorable environmental conditions, “develops 

itself into what it ‘should be,’ ” the situation of a human fetus is con¬ 

siderably different. Whether the fetus develops and how well it devel¬ 

ops depend on the conscious decision of the pregnant woman to nour¬ 

ish, neglect, or abort it. Although the fetus that a pregnant woman 

chooses to nourish organizes its own development, it is ultimately the 

woman who strains to give it birth. In effacing the pregnant woman 

and the dependence of the fetus on her, Bookchin (even if inadvertently) 

ends up portraying the woman as, to quote Petchesky, “the ‘maternal 

environment,’ the ‘site’ of the foetus, a passive spectator in her own 

pregnancy.”51 
Although a politics of reproductive choice grounded in social ecol¬ 

ogy’s dialectical naturalism is problematic from a feminist perspective 

for the reasons outlined above, such a politics would at least defend a 

woman’s right to abortion. However, for radical and socialist feminists, 

reproductive freedom includes not only access to abortion but also sex¬ 

ual freedom and social autonomy for women. Therefore, in order to 

properly investigate the validity of Biehl’s claim that in social ecology 

women’s reproductive freedom is a given, the position of social ecology 

on sexual freedom and social autonomy for women must also be exam¬ 

ined. 
Bookchin does (briefly) treat the subject of sexual freedom in his 

book Remaking Society. Emphasizing the importance of the sensual, he 

writes of the necessity “to reconcil[e] the dualities of mind [and] body” 

in “civilized” societies and the need for the “emancipation of the body 

in the form of a new sensuousness.”52 However, what exactly it is that 

would constitute such a “reconciliation” of the mind-body dualism for 

social ecology is made much clearer in the following passage from 

Biehl: “A dialectical naturalist approach overcomes mind-body dualism 

not by rejecting the distinction between the two but by articulating the 

continuum through which the human mind has evolved.”53 
Feminist conceptions of reproductive freedom also stress the im¬ 

portance of sensuality. However, most feminists usually include among 

the preconditions of a meaningful sexual freedom two additional requi¬ 

sites: love and (in Petchesky’s words) a “new morality” based on “re¬ 

spect for another’s body and well-being.” Bookchin and Biehl, in con¬ 

trast, confine their discussions of sexual freedom and sexual liberation 

to the liberation of bodies. It is only in their deliberations on mind that 
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they consider emotion which they downgrade as particularistic relative 

to the “universalism” of reason. Given the emphasis both place on 

overcoming the mind/body dualism, this is rather ironic. Their ap¬ 

proach to sexual liberation, in fact, seems to be closer to that advanced 

by the largely male-dominated sexual liberation movement of recent 

decades than that of radical and socialist feminists. 

What is the position of social ecology on social autonomy for 

women? Claiming that she is “defend[ing] the best ideals of feminism,” 

Biehl stresses the importance of “appreciating] . . . women’s historical 

role in childbearing and childrearing, while at the same time emancipat¬ 

ing women from regressive definitions that place them exclusively in 

that role.”54 The implications here are twofold: first, that in the future 

“free” society envisioned by social ecology, women will continue, 

within the private sphere or domestic realm, to bear the greater part of 

the responsibility for childrearing; second, that women’s emancipation 

will consist in the opportunity to participate, on an “equal” footing 

with men, in the activities of the public sphere or political realm. 

Biehl’s position on the politics of private and public life can be best 

understood by examining Bookchin’s conception of the development of 

the public realm out of the private. In early human societies, according 

to Bookchin, sexual differences defined the type of work one performed 

in the home and in the community. Women assumed responsibility for 

food gathering and food preparation; men hunted and acted as protec¬ 

tors for the community at large. Hence, while women controlled the 

domestic world, “men, in turn, dealt with what we might call ‘civil af¬ 

fairs’—the administration of the nascent, loosely developed ‘political’ 
affairs of the community.”55 

In the early stages of societal development, states Bookchin, soro- 

ral and fraternal cultures “complemented each other.”56 However, there 

eventually came a time when “male ‘civil’ affairs simply upstaged fe¬ 

male ‘domestic’ affairs without fully supplanting them.” This situation 

he attributes not only to social but also to biological “facts”: “Males 

. . . produce significantly greater quantities of testosterone than fe¬ 

males an androgen that . . . fosters behavioral traits that we associate 

with a high degree of physical dynamism.” Consequently, as it ex¬ 

panded in influence, the “male world” of civil society, contends Book¬ 

chin, gradually became more agonistic and assertive due to invasion, in- 
tercommunal strife, and then systemic warfare.57 

For Bookchin, the “degradation of women” was but a by-product 
of this hierarchicalization of the “male world” of civil society: 

Even woman’s world . . . was reshaped, to a lesser or greater degree, in 

order to support him [the “big” man] with young soldiers or able serfs, 
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clothing to adorn him, concubines to indulge his pleasure, and, with the 

growth of female aristocracies, heroes and heirs to bear his name into the 

future. All the servile plaudits to his great stature, that are commonly seen 

as signs of feminine weakness, emerged, throwing into sharp contrast and 

prominence a cultural ensemble based on masculine strength.58 

“Hierarchy will not disappear until we change these roots of daily life 

radically,” asserts Bookchin. To “validate” his contention that these 

roots lie in the “male” civil sphere, he even cites Biehl’s assertion that 

“male domination over other males generally preceded the domination 

of women.”59 (Biehl, of course, drew such ideas from her partner 

Bookchin in the first place.) The implication being made here is that, as 

the original site of the development of institutional hierarchy, the civic 

sphere must also be the primary site for political change. 

This “male” public sphere was purportedly not only the site of 

the emergence of institutionalized hierarchy as such; at the same time 

it was the ground, claims Bookchin, for its potential contradiction: a 

politics rooted in a universal human interest.60 Thus, in its “as¬ 

sumption of] a protective role for the community as a whole,” the 

male civil sphere planted the seeds for the “idea of a shared bumani- 

tas, that could bring people of ethnically, even tribally, diverse back¬ 

grounds together in the project of building a fully cooperative society 

for all to enjoy.”61 
The corollary to Bookchin’s thesis of the universal human interest 

is the idea that interests that are specific to any given group are in¬ 

stances of, to cite but a few of the terms Bookchin likes to employ, 

“particularism,” “parochialism,” and “socially ghettoized” behavior.62 

Reiterating this theme, Biehl asserts that it is only by abolishing hierar¬ 

chy as such, rather than specific hierarchies, that the basis for a free so¬ 

ciety can be established.63 Referring to the oikos as the “world of en¬ 

trapment,” she calls upon women to break out of the literal oikos of 

the domestic realm as well as the figurative oikos of “womens values 

by working to fully develop their “human capacities.” Women, states 

Biehl, should “become full participants in society—citizens—not remain 

domesticated drones.”64 In line with this she mentions that she has de¬ 

cided herself not to work in a “particularistic vein.” Instead, she identi¬ 

fies primarily with social ecology because it speaks for the “general in¬ 

terest of human beings as a whole.”65 
While most feminists would have some reservations concerning 

Bookchin’s and Biehl’s conceptions of abortion rights and sexual free¬ 

dom, the greatest difference between radical forms of feminism and so¬ 

cial ecology centers on the issue of social autonomy for women. Social 

ecology’s politics of private and public life, which is rooted in 
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Bookchin’s views of the evolution of the public sphere, is problematic 
for such feminists for a number of reasons. 

In Bookchin’s conception of the rise of the public sphere, the role 

played by women was essentially a passive one. Women, he claims, 

were the “degraded bystanders” of a male-centered civilization, a civili¬ 

zation around which their activities were merely “reshaped.” Given his 

assertion that evolution is a “participatory” process and that even “a 

mere amoeba ... is not simply passive in its relationship to its environ¬ 

ment,”66 it seems rather ironic that Bookchin should, in the very same 

text, describe women as being no more than “spectators of the intra- 

community changes” originating in the male sphere.67 

Moreover, Bookchin’s assumption that, in all but the “early socie¬ 

ties,” male domination of the public sphere and female “degradation” 

constitutes a universal pattern is not in keeping with current anthropo¬ 

logical evidence. In her Female Power and. Male Dominance, anthro¬ 

pologist Peggy Reeves Sanday, on the basis of information collected 

from more than 150 different social groups, divides societies into three 

main types with respect to the issue of male dominance: male domi¬ 

nant, mythically male dominant, and sexually equal.6,1’ Sanday classifies 

societies as belonging to one of these categories on the basis of two 

general types of behavior: exclusion of women from economic and po¬ 

litical decision making and male aggression against women. Societies in 

which both of the above behaviors occur she defines as male dominant. 

Those in which the latter is present but not the former she considers to 

be examples of mythical male dominance. Societies exhibiting neither 
of the above traits she terms equal.69 

Sanday links the development of male dominance to cultural dis¬ 

ruption and social stress. She emphasizes, however, that “male oppres¬ 

sion of women is neither an automatic nor an immediate response to 

stiess. Instead, generally speaking, it “is based on a prior foundation 

formed by an outer orientation [seeking power in the world] and sexual 

segregation.” Sanday finds that, rather than being rooted in some pro¬ 

totypical ethos of a “shared humanitas,” male solidarities, when they 

do arise in sexually segregated societies, are “usually held together bv 
fear of women.”70 

While Bookchin insists that it is a phenomenon characteristic only 
of the early stages of societal development, Sanday finds that “women 

hold political and economic power or authority [i.e., there is either sex¬ 

ual equality or only mythical male dominance) in 53% of the advanced 

agricultural societies” included in her study.71 Advanced agricultural 

societies that practice sexual equality usually organize themselves ac¬ 

cording to one of two sex-role plans. In societies such as Bali, which 

are practically unisexual, sex distinctions are irrelevant in many every- 
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day activities and thus the sexes are quite often interchangeable in relig¬ 

ious, economic, political, and social affairs.72 In dual-sex systems such 

as those in West Africa, each sex administers its own affairs and the in¬ 

terests of women are represented at every level.7 J Ifi Amadiume’s de¬ 

scription of the life of the Nnobi Igbo of eastern Nigeria is very much 

in keeping with Sanday’s findings. This group not only had (until very 

recently) a dual-sex political system with parallel men’s and women’s 

councils but also a flexible gender system whereby some women even 

gained access to positions of male power.74 

The anthropological evidence discussed above makes Bookchin’s 

thesis of the universal division of societies, at some early stage of their 

development, into a male “civic” domain oriented around the interests 

of the community at large and a female “domestic” realm concerned 

only with the “most immediate means of life” questionable. In fact, it 

suggests that the female “domestic” sphere, if and when it did arise, 

was initially not only concerned with particular and private interests 

but with the interests of the larger community as well. Furthermore, 

this and other evidence seems to indicate that if and when male domi¬ 

nance did develop in any given society, it necessitated the exercise of 

male civic as well as physical force against any possible resistance by 

women to attempts to erode their power.76 
To bring this discussion back to the question of social autonomy 

for women, What, then, are the implications of the above analysis for a 

feminist politics of public and private life? If the public sphere in con¬ 

temporary Western society evolved from a realm that arose to deal not 

only with the general interest but also with specifically male interests 

(which, in a male dominant society such as modern Western society, in¬ 

clude an interest in limiting women’s power), then women do not enter 

this sphere on an equal footing with men. In order to counterbalance 

this hidden subtext of male interests, various forms of feminist politics 

that give voice to women’s multiple concerns are therefore essential. 

Bookchin and Biehl to the contrary, feminism as such is not a particu¬ 

larism. 
Probably one of the most androcentric (if not androcratic) norms 

governing the public sphere in Western society today is the assumption 

that public and private can be neatly separated. However, the reality 

experienced by female citizens disproves the validity of this premise. 

Barriers to women’s participation in the public forum exist not only at 

the level of public life but also, and especially, at the level of private 

life. Obstructions at the public level are informal—for example, modes 

of dialogue that fit male but not female patterns of socialization76 as 

well as formal—for example, discriminatory rules. Even when experi¬ 

enced at the public level, however, such informal structures remain 
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rooted in private life. At the private level, of course, the major problem 

is the disproportionate share of childcare and domestic duties assigned 

to women. Thus, for women, the politics of public and private life are 
intimately intertwined. 

In directing women to break out of the domestic sphere and em¬ 

ploy the complete range of their human capabilities by becoming active 

citizens, Biehl ignores the gender context of the citizen role in modern 

Western society and the necessary interconnections between public and 

private spheres. Feminists, aware of this gender context and these inter¬ 

connections, call also upon men to expand the full range of their hu¬ 

man capacities by sharing equally with women the responsibilities of 

private life. Thus, contrary to Biehl, the problem for feminists with re¬ 

spect to childcare is not that women are “placed . . . exclusively in that 

role” but that it is exclusively women who are placed in that role. 

Hence, the politics of public life cannot be changed to allow both men 

and women real social autonomy without a corresponding change in 

the politics of private life. And without genuine social autonomy, 

women will never achieve authentic reproductive freedom. 

Conclusion 

Although social ecology provides a strong ground from which to de¬ 

fend the ethical permissibility of abortion, promote the liberation of the 

body, and encourage the opening of the public sphere to all, a politics 

of reproductive freedom grounded in social ecology omits certain ele¬ 

ments that many feminists consider to be essential. These feminists tend 

to view freedom in terms of a reproductive choice that values both the 

immanent “what-is” and the transcendent “what-should-be,” a sexual 

liberation that is concerned with the emotional as well as the sensual 

and the rational, and a politics that deals with the private and particu¬ 
lar in addition to the public and the universal. 

Bookchin’s tendency to value transcendent over immanent, rational 

over emotional and sensual, public and universal over private and par¬ 

ticular is not accidental. This tendency is, as early Frankfurt School criti¬ 

cal theorist Theodor Adorno and certain feminists influenced by his work 

have argued, characteristic of “philosophies of identity” in which an 

“idealistically prejudiced” predominant moment “swallows ... by [dia¬ 

lectical] subsumption” whatever is not identical to itself.77 Taking both 

Hegel and Marx to task for their lack of concern with “matters of true 

philosophical interest at this point in history . . . [including] the noncon- 

ceptual, the individual, the particular,”78 Adorno rejected Hegel’s idealist 

dialectics along with Marx’s materialist but still identitarian one. 

Like the dialectical formulations of Hegel and Marx, Bookchin’s 
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dialectical naturalism is highly problematic in that it too “leaves no . . . 

room for evolving otherness.”79 Indeed, it can be argued that such con¬ 

ceptions of dialectical theory create inherent difficulties not just for 

radical forms of feminist politics but ultimately for radical approaches 

to ecological politics as well.80 Hence, Ynestra King’s project to found 

a new dialectical ecofeminism that is rooted in Bookchin’s dialectical 

naturalism can be challenged not only for its neglect of substantive is¬ 

sues like reproductive freedom but also, at the metatheoretical level, for 

being grounded in a philosophy of identity. 

In her text The Man of Reason—a work that is noticeably influenced 

by the philosophical approach of Adorno—feminist philosopher Gene¬ 

vieve Lloyd discusses some of the implications for women of theoretical 

frameworks rooted in a philosophy of identity. By presenting certain 

modes of consciousness as immature relative to others while still allowing 

the former modes to be acknowledged and preserved, explains Lloyd, an 

identitarian dialectic “lends itself to the accommodation, containment, 

and transcending of ‘feminine’ consciousness in relation to more mature 

‘male’ consciousness.”81 While recognizing the importance of affirming 

women’s rationality and women’s right to participate in the public realm, 

identity-based political theories, which incorporate women only at this 

level, are not really capable of dealing adequately with the conceptual 

complexities surrounding gender difference. Such approaches “see[m] im¬ 

plicitly to accept the downgrading of the excluded character traits tradi¬ 

tionally associated with femininity” while at the same time “endors[ing] 

the assumption that the only human excellence and virtues which deserve 

to be taken seriously are those exemplified in the range of activities and 

concerns that have been associated with maleness.”82 
The approach that Lloyd critiques and that Biehl advocates—a poli¬ 

tics that incorporates women by arguing for their identity with men on 

the basis of rationality and thus for their equal right to participate with 

men in the public sphere—is ultimately the approach of liberal femi¬ 

nism.83 Biehl, in fact, conflates liberal feminism, one form of feminism, 

with feminism per se throughout her text. Claiming that the feminist proj¬ 

ect since Mary Wollstonecraft has been to “refute sexist ideologies,” that 

early radical feminists demanded “equality,” and that (following Book- 

chin) contemporary society is “patricentric,” Biehl implies that the prob¬ 

lems women experience as women are due merely to sexism and “patri- 

centrism,” that is, discrimination and exclusion.84 Denigrating women 

who remain in the home by labeling them “domesticated drones” while 

acclaiming “citizens” (who may or may not participate in childcare and 

tasks connected to maintaining daily life) as “full participants in soci¬ 

ety,”85 Biehl falls into the very trap that Lloyd cautions against. 
Starting from a critique that overlaps with Lloyd’s, Patricia Jagen- 

towicz Mills proceeds further. She suggests an alternative framework 
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for feminist theory—one rooted in Adorno’s conception of a dialectics 

of nonidentity or a negative dialectics. Following Adorno, she insists 

that philosophies of identity have always been implicated in projects of 

domination—of object by subject, of matter by mind, of particular by 

universal, and of nature by history. Hence, rather than seeking some fi¬ 

nal “reconciliation” in which an ideologically predetermined dominant 

moment subsumes its nonidentical other by recasting it as a lower stage 

of itself, Adorno’s dialectic does not posit any final “positive” moment 

of subsumption and identity. It constitutes a reconciliation in which 

two distinct but ultimately interrelated moments remain in constant 

dialectical tension. As such, it represents a dialectic of freedom and not 
of domination.86 

In Remaking Society, Bookchin formulates what is, in essence, a 

critique of liberalism by distinguishing between the ideals of justice and 

freedom. Justice, he states, involves the “inequality of equals”—treating 

people of different mental and physical conditions as if they were “ju¬ 

ridically equal.” Freedom, on the other hand, entails the “equality of 

unequals”—the “attempt to equalize unavoidable inequalities.”8" While 

recognizing that what women are demanding entails some form of 

equality of unequals, he roots his dialectical naturalism in an identity 

theory that downgrades activities and character traits traditionally as¬ 

sociated with women. Contrary to Biehl, social ecology does not offer 

women reproductive freedom—this requires a politics of noniden¬ 

tity—but merely reproductive justice. From a feminist perspective, so¬ 

cial ecology thus turns out to be yet another form of liberalism. 
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Chapter 5 

Mu nicipal Dreams 
A Social Ecological Critique 
of Bookchin's Politics 

JOHN CLARK 

Introduction 

In the following discussion, I will analyze Murray Bookchin’s libertar¬ 

ian municipalist politics from the perspective of social ecology. This 

analysis forms part of a much larger critique in which I attempt to dis¬ 

tinguish between social ecology as an evolving, dialectical, holistic phi¬ 

losophy and the increasingly rigid, nondialectical, dogmatic version of 

that philosophy promulgated by Bookchin. An authentic social ecology 

is inspired by a vision of human communities achieving their fulfillment 

as an integral part of the larger, self-realizing earth community. Eco- 

commumtarian politics, which I would counterpose to Bookchin’s liber¬ 

tarian municipalism, is the project of realizing such a vision in social 

practice. If social ecology is an attempt to understand the dialectical 

movement of society within the context of the larger dialectic of society 

and nature, ecocommunitarianism is the project of creating a way of 

life consonant with that understanding. Setting out from this philo¬ 

sophical and practical perspective, I argue that Bookchin’s politics is 

not only riddled with theoretical inconsistencies, but also lacks the his¬ 

torical grounding that would make it a reliable guide for an ecological 

and communitarian practice.1 

One of my main contentions in this critique is that because of its 

ideological and dogmatic aspects, Bookchin’s politics remains, to use 

Hegelian terms, in the sphere of morality rather than reaching the level 

of the ethical. That its moralism can be compelling I would be the last 

to deny, since I was strongly influenced by it for a number of years. 

137 
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Nevertheless, it is a form of abstract idealism, and tends to divert the 

energies of its adherents into an ideological sectarianism, and away 

from an active and intelligent engagement with the complex, irreducible 

dimensions of history, culture, and psyche. The strongly voluntarist di¬ 

mension of Bookchin’s political thought should not be surprising. 

When a politics lacks historical and cultural grounding, and the real 

stubbornly resists the demands of ideological dogma, the will becomes 

the final resort. In this respect, Bookchin’s politics is firmly in the tradi¬ 

tion of Bakuninist anarchism. 

Democracy, Ecology, and Community 

The idea of replacing the state with a system of local political institu¬ 

tions has a long history in anarchist thought. As early as the 1790s, 

William Godwin proposed that government should be reduced essen¬ 

tially to a system of local juries and assemblies that would perform all 

the functions that could not be carried out voluntarily or enforced in¬ 

formally through public opinion and social pressure.2 A century later, 

Elisee Reclus presented an extensive history of the forms of popular di¬ 

rect democracy, from the era of the Athenian polis to modern times, 

and proposed that their principles be embodied in a revolutionary sys¬ 

tem of communal self-rule.3 Today, the most uncompromising advocate 

of this tradition of radical democracy is Murray Bookchin, who has 

launched an extensive and often inspiring defense of local direct democ¬ 

racy in his theory of libertarian municipalism.4 Bookchin’s ideas have 

contributed significantly to the growing revival of interest in communi¬ 

tarian democracy. For many years, he was one of the few thinkers to 

carry on the tradition of serious theoretical exploration of the possibili¬ 

ties for decentralized, participatory democracy. Perhaps the only com¬ 

parable recent work has been political theorist Benjamin Barber’s de¬ 

fense of “strong democracy.” But although Barber offers a highly 

detailed presentation of his position and often argues for it persua¬ 

sively, he undercuts the radicality of his proposals by accepting much of 

the apparatus of the nation-state.5 Thus, no one in contemporary politi¬ 

cal theory has presented a more sustained and uncompromising case for 

the desirability of radical “grassroots” democracy than has Bookchin. 

Furthermore, he has been one of the two contemporary theorists of his 

generation (the other is Cornelius Castoriadis) to raise the most impor¬ 

tant philosophical issues concerning radical democracy.6 This critique 

recognizes the importance of Bookchin’s contribution to ecological, 

communitarian, democratic theory and investigates the issues that must 

be resolved if the liberatory potential of certain aspects of his thought is 
to be freed from the constraints of sectarian dogma. 
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One of the strongest points in Bookchin’s politics is his attempt 
to ground it in ethics and a philosophy of nature. In viewing politics 

fundamentally as a sphere of ethics his political theory carries on the 

Aristotelian tradition. Aristotle saw the pursuit of the good of the 

polls, the political community, as a branch of ethics, the pursuit of 

the human good as a whole. He called this ultimate goal for human 

beings eudaimonia, which is often translated as “the good life.” 

Bookchin expands this concept of the larger good even further to en¬ 

compass the natural world. Beginning with his early work, he has ar¬ 

gued that the development of a political ethics implies “a moral com¬ 

munity, not simply an ‘efficient’ one,” “an ecological community, not 

simply a contractual one,” “a social praxis that enhances diversity,” 

and a political culture that invites the widest possible participa¬ 
tion.”7 

For Bookchin, politics is an integral part of the process of evolu¬ 

tionary unfolding and self-realization spanning the natural and social 

history of this planet. Social ecology looks at this history as a develop¬ 

mental process aiming at greater richness, diversity, complexity, and ra¬ 

tionality. The political, Bookchin says, must be understood in the con¬ 

text of humanity’s place as “nature rendered self-conscious.”8 From 

this perspective, the goal of politics is the creation of a free, ecological 

society in which human beings achieve self-realization through their 

participation in a creative, nondominating human community, and in 

which planetary self-realization is furthered through humanity’s 

achievement of a balanced, harmonious place within the larger ecologi¬ 

cal community of the earth. A fundamental political task is thus the 

elimination of those forms of domination that hinder the attainment of 

greater freedom and self-realization, and the creation of new social 

forms that are most conducive to these ends. 

This describes “politics” in the larger, classical sense of a political 

ethics, but leaves open the question of which “politics” in the narrower 

sense of determinate social practice best serves such a political vision. 

While Bookchin has always emphasized the importance of such politi¬ 

cal precedents as the polis and the Parisian sections of the French Revo¬ 

lution, it has not always been clear what specific politics was supposed 

to follow from this inspiration. He has expressed considerable enthusi¬ 

asm at different times for a variety of approaches to political, eco¬ 

nomic, and cultural change. In “The Forms of Freedom” (1968) he en¬ 

visions a radically transformative communalism rapidly creating an 

alternative to centralized, hierarchical, urbanized industrial society. Em¬ 

ploying terms reminiscent of the great utopian Gustav Landauer, he 

suggests that “we can envision young people renewing social life just as 

they renew the human species. Teaving the city, they begin to found the 

nuclear ecological communities to which older people repair in increas- 
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ing numbers,” as “the modern city begins to shrivel, to contract and to 

disappear.”9 The almost apocalyptic and millenarian aspects of 

Bookchin’s views in this period reflect both the spirit of the time and 

his strong identification with the utopian tradition. 

Several years later, in “Spontaneity and Organization,” he sees the 

“development of a revolutionary movement” as depending on “the 

seeding of America” with affinity groups, communes, and collectives. 

His ideas are still heavily influenced by the 1960s counterculture 

(which his own early works in turn theoretically influenced), and he 

lists as the salient points of such entities that they be “highly experi¬ 

mental, innovative, and oriented toward changes in life-style as well as 

consciousness.”10 They were also to be capable of “dissolving into the 

revolutionary institutions” that were to be created in the social revolu¬ 

tion that he believed at the time to be a real historical possibility.11 In¬ 

deed, he could write in 1971 that “this is a revolutionary epoch” in 

which “a year or even a few months can yield changes in popular con¬ 

sciousness and mood that would normally take decades to achieve.”12 

Revolution in America (1969-1998) 

Statements like this one express Bookchin’s deep faith in revolutionary 

politics, a faith which, while far from being spiritual, is certainly “relig¬ 

ious” in the conventional sense of the term. Like religious faith, it 

shows great resiliance in the face of embarassing evidence from the 

merely temporal realm. One of the most enduring aspects of Bookchin’s 

thought is his hope for apocalyptic revolutionary transformation; his 

quest is to create a body of ideas that will inspire a vast revolutionary 

movement and lead “the People” into their great revolutionary future. 

His exaggerated assessment of the revolutionary potential of U.S. soci¬ 

ety a quarter century ago is not an isolated abberation in his thought. It 

prefigures many later analyses, including his recent discovery of sup¬ 

posedly powerful tendencies in the direction of his libertarian munici¬ 
palism. 

Bookchin himself points to his article “Revolution in America” for 

evidence of his astuteness concerning historical trends in the earlier pe¬ 

riod.11 A careful examination of that text indicates instead a disturbing 

ideological tendency in his thought. In that article, published in Febru¬ 

ary 1969 under the pseudonym “Robert Keller,” Bookchin wisely de¬ 

nies that there was at that time a “revolutionary situation” in the 

United States, in the sense of an “immediate prospect of a revolution¬ 

ary challenge to the established order.”14 However, he contends that we 

have entered into a revolutionary epoch.” His depiction of this epoch 
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betrays the unfortunate theoretical superficiality that was endemic to 

the 1960s counterculture and shows a complete blindness to the ways 

in which the trends that he embraced so uncritically were products of 

late capitalist society itself. Furthermore, it harkens back in the anar¬ 

chist tradition to Bakuninism, with its idealization of the marginalized 

strata, its voluntarist overemphasis on the power of revolutionary will, 
and its Manichaean view of the future. 

According to Bookchin, “The period in which we live closely re¬ 

sembles the revolutionary Enlightenment that swept through France in 

the eighteenth century—a period that completely reworked French con¬ 

sciousness and prepared the conditions for the Great Revolution of 

1789.”15 Interestingly, what he sees as spreading through U.S. society 

in a seemingly inexorable manner was a questioning of “the very exis¬ 

tence of hierarchal power as such,” a “rejection of the commodity sys¬ 

tem,” and a “rejection of the American city and modern urbanism.”16 

Fie finds symptoms of these trends in the fact that “the society, in ef¬ 

fect, becomes disorderly, undisciplined, Dionysian” and that “a vast 

critique of the system” is expressed for example in “an angry gesture, a 

‘riot’ or a conscious change in life patterns,” all of which he interprets 

as “defiant propaganda of the deed.”17 fie praises various social 

groups, including, “most recently, hippies”18 for their contribution to 
the “new Enlightenment.” 

However, what is most interesting for those interested in Bookchin’s 

anarchism are his Bakuninesque statements concerning the transforma¬ 

tive virtues of spontaneous violence. He claims that “the ‘rioter’ and the 

‘Provo’ have begun to break, however partially and intuitively, with those 

deep-seated norms of behavior which traditionally weld the masses to the 

established order,” and that “the truth is that ‘riots’ and crowd actions 

represent the first gropings of the mass toward individuation.”19 Else¬ 

where, he praises the “superb mobile tactics” in a demonstration in New 

York, calls for “the successful intensification of these street tactics,” and 

stresses the need for these tactics to “migrate” to other major cities.20 

Overall, he takes a rather mechanistic view of the “revolutionary” move¬ 

ment that he sees developing. According to his diagnosis, the problem is 

that “an increasing number of molecules” (as the result of what he calls 

the “seeping down” of the “vast critique” mentioned earlier) “have been 

greatly accelerated beyond the movement of the vast majority.”21 Switch¬ 

ing rapidly from physical to biological imagery, he concludes that the 

challenge is for radicalized groups to “extend their own rate of social me¬ 

tabolism to the country at large.”22 

Certain tendencies that have always impeded Bookchin’s develop¬ 

ment of a truly communitarian outlook are already evident in his con¬ 

clusions on the place of “consciousness” in this process. “What con- 
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sciousness must furnish above all things is an extraordinary flexibility 

of tactics, a mobilization of methods and demands that make exacting 

use of the opportunities at hand.”23 In this analysis, Bookchin ex¬ 

presses a Bakuninism (or anarcho-Leninism) that has been a continuing 

undercurrent in his thought and which has recently come to the surface 

in his programatic municipalism. His conception of consciousness at 

the service of ideology stands at the opposite pole from an authentically 

communitarian view of social transformation, which sees more elabo¬ 

rated, richly developed conceptions of social and ecological interrelat¬ 

edness (not as mere abstract “Oneness,” but rather as concrete unity- 

in-diversity) as the primary challenge for consciousness as reflection on 

social practice. 

“Revolution in America” illustrates very well Bookchin’s enduring 

tendency to interpret phenomena too much in relation to his own po¬ 

litical hopes and too little in relation to specific cultural and historical 

developments. In this case, he fails to consider the possibility that the 

erosion of traditional character structures and the delegitimation of tra¬ 

ditional institutions could be “in the last instance” the result of the 

transition from productionist (“early,” “classical”) capitalism to con- 

sumptionist (“late,” “postmodern”) capitalism. For Bookchin, “What 

underpins every social conflict in the United States, today, is the de¬ 

mand for the self-realization of all human potentialities in a fully 

rounded, balanced, totalitistic way of life.”24 He asserts that “we are 

witnessing” nothing less than “a pulverization of all bourgeois institu¬ 

tions,” and contends that the “present bourgeois order” has nothing to 

substitute for these institutions but “bureaucratic manipulation and 

state capitalism.”25 Amazingly, he makes no mention of the vast poten¬ 

tial for manipulation through mass media and commodity consump¬ 

tion—presumably because the increasingly enlightened populace was in 
the process of rejecting both. 

Bookchin concludes with the Manichaean pronouncement that the 

only alternatives at this momentous point in history are the realization 

of “the boldest concepts of utopia” through revolution or “a disastrous 

[sic] form of fascism.”26 This theme of “utopia or oblivion” continued 

into the 1970s and beyond with his slogan “anarchism or annihilation” 

and the enduring message that ecoanarchism is the only alternative to 

ecological catastrophe. The theme takes on a new incarnation in his re¬ 

cent “Theses on Municipalism,” in which he ends with the threat that 

if humanity turns a deaf ear to his political analysis (social ecology’s 

task of preserving and extending the great tradition from which it has 

emerged ), then ‘history as the rational development of humanity’s po¬ 

tentialities for freedom and consciousness will indeed reach its defini¬ 

tive end.”-7 While Bookchin is certainly right in saying that we are at a 
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crucial turning point in human and earth history, he has never pre¬ 

sented a careful analysis of why some types of reformism (or any alter¬ 

natives to his own politics) cannot possibly avoid ending in either fas¬ 

cism or global ecological catastrophe. His claims are reminiscent of 

those of Bakunin, who spent much of his career writing a long work 

whose major, yet quite unsubstantiated, thesis was that Europe’s only 

options were military dictatorship or anarchist social revolution.28 

Bookchin claims to be shocked (indeed, “astonished”) by such criti¬ 

cism of the Bakuninist aspects of his work. What amazes him is that “a 

self-proclaimed anarchist would apparently deny a basic fact of historical 

revolutions, that both during and after those revolutions people undergo 

very rapid transformations in character.”-9 However, while anarchism as 

a romanticist ideology of revolution might uncritically accept the inevi¬ 

tability of such transformations, anarchism as a critique of domination 

will retain a healthy skepticism concerning claims of rapid changes in 
character structure among masses of people. 

First, I would recommend a much more critical approach than 

Bookchin’s toward accounts of the history of revolutions. To put the 

matter the way Bookchin likes to—that is, bluntly—revolutionaries 

have tended to idealize revolutions and explain away their defects, 

while reactionaries have tended to demonize revolutions and explain 

away their achievements. For example, anarchists have had a propen¬ 

sity to emphasize accounts of the Spanish Revolution written by anar¬ 

chists and sympathizers and to ignore questions raised about extrava¬ 

gant claims of miraculous transformations. It is seldom mentioned, as 

Fraser’s interviews in Blood of Spain reveal, that there were anarchists 

who believed that if the anarchists had won the war, they would have 

needed another revolution to depose the anarchist militants who were 

dominating the collectives.30 Considering the problems of culture and 

character structure that existed, this second revolution might have 

really meant a long process of self-conscious personal and communal 

evolution. While ideological apologists always contend that revolution¬ 

ary movements are betrayed by renegades, traitors, and scoundrels, a 

balanced critical analysis would also consider the limitations and, in¬ 

deed, the contradictions inherent in a given form of revolutionary pro¬ 

cess itself. 

Furthermore, it is necessary to point out that there is an important 

anarchist tradition that has stressed the fact that the process of “trans¬ 

formation in character” is one that can only progress slowly, and that 

what some, like Bakunin and Bookchin, would attribute to the alchemy 

of revolution is really the fruit of long and patient processes of social 

creativity. This is the import of Elisee Reclus’s reflections on the rela¬ 

tionship between “evolution and revolution,” and even more directly, 
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of Gustav Landauer’s view that “the state is a relationship” that can 

only be undone through the creation of other kinds of nondominating 

relationships developed through shared communitarian practice. To 

overlook the continuity of development and to count on vast changes 

in human character during “the revolution” (or even through participa¬ 

tion in institutions like municipal assemblies) leads to unrealistic expec¬ 

tations, underestimation of limitations, and ideological distortions and 

idealizations of revolutionary periods. 

Finally, it should be noted that Bookchin misses the main point of 

the criticism of Bakunin’s and his own revolutionism. Beyond their ide¬ 

alization of revolutions themselves, both exhibit a tendency to idealize 

revolutionary movements (and even potentially revolutionary move¬ 

ments and tendencies) so that they are seen as implicitly and uncon¬ 

sciously embodying the ideology of the anarchist theorist who inter¬ 

prets them (as exemplified by Bookchin’s “Revolution in America,” his 

more recent observations on an emerging “dual power,”jl and by al¬ 

most everything Bakunin wrote about contemporary popular move¬ 

ments in Europe). Not only revolutions, but these social movements are 

depicted as producing very rapid changes in consciousness and charac¬ 

ter that would seem possible only through more organic processes of 

growth. Furthermore, the movements are attributed an inner “direc¬ 

tionality” leading them to exactly the position the revolutionary theo¬ 

rist happens to hold, whatever the actual state of the social being and 

consciousness of the participants may be. Thus, Bookchin’s conclusion 

that my analysis “raises serious questions about [Clark’s] own accep¬ 

tance of the possibility of revolutionary change as such”32 is correct. 

Indeed, I question his or any uncritical revolutionism that abstractly, 

idealistically, and voluntaristically conceives of “revolutionary changes” 

as existing “as such” {an sich) and overlooks the many historical, cul¬ 

tural, and psychological mediations that are necessary for them to exist 

as self-realized, consciously developed social practices {fur sich). 

Bookchin is much more convincing when he returns from his revo¬ 

lutionary fantasies and proposes a comprehensive, many-dimensional 

program of social creation. His vision of an organically developing lib¬ 

ertarian ecological culture has inspired many and has made an impor¬ 

tant contribution to the movement for social and ecological regenera¬ 

tion. In Toward a Vision of the Urban Future,” for example, he looks 

hopefully to a variety of popular initiatives in contemporary urban so¬ 

ciety. He mentions block committees, tenant associations, “ad hoc com¬ 

mittees,” neighborhood councils, housing cooperatives, “sweat equity” 

programs, cooperative day care, educational projects, food co-ops, 

squatting and building occupations, and alternative technology experi- 
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ments as making contributions of varying importance to the achieve¬ 
ment of “municipal liberty.”33 

While Bookchin has always combined such proposals with an em¬ 

phasis on the importance of the “commune” or the municipality in the 

process of social transformation, the programs now associated with his 

program of libertarian municipalism have taken precedence, while 

other approaches to change have received less and less attention. The 

municipality is now more explicitly recognized as the central political 

reality and municipal assembly government becomes the preeminent ex¬ 

pression of democratic politics. The present analysis will focus on this 

libertarian municipalism as Bookchin’s effort to make a distinctive con¬ 
tribution to political theory. 

Citizenship and Self-Identity 

Bookchin contends that the “nuclear unit” of a new politics must be 

the citizen, “a term that embodies the classical ideals of pbilia, auton¬ 

omy, rationality, and above all, civic commitment.”34 He rightly argues 

that the revival of such an ideal would certainly be a vast political ad¬ 

vance in a society dominated by self-images based on consumption and 

passive participation in mass society.3,1 To think of oneself as a citizen 

contradicts the dominant representations of the self as egoistic calcula¬ 

tor, as profit maximizer, as competitor for scarce resources, or as nar¬ 

cissistic consumer of products, images, experiences, and even other per¬ 

sons. It replaces narrow self-interest and egoism with a sense of ethical 

responsibility toward one’s neighbors, and an identification with a 

larger whole: the political community. Furthermore, it reintroduces the 

idea of moral agency on the political level, through the concept that 

one can in cooperation with others create social embodiments of the 

good. In short, Bookchin’s concept challenges the ethics and moral psy¬ 

chology of economistic, capitalist society and presents an edifying im¬ 

age of a higher ideal of selfhood and community. 

Yet this image has serious limitations. To begin with, it seems unwise 

to define any single role as such a “nuclear unit” or to see any as the privi¬ 

leged form of self-identity, for there are other important self-images with 

profound political implications. A notable example is that of personhood. 

While civic virtue requires diverse obligations to one’s fellow citizens, re¬ 

spect, love, and compassion are feelings appropriately directed at all per¬ 

sons. If (as Bookchin has himself at times agreed) we should accept the 

principle that “the personal is political,” we must explore the political di¬ 

mension of personhood and its universal recognition.36 
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Furthermore, the political significance of our role as members of the 

earth community can hardly be overemphasized. We might also conceive 

of this role as an expression of a kind of citizenship—if we think of our¬ 

selves not only as citizens of a town, city, or neighborhood, but also as 

citizens of our ecosystem, of our bioregion, of our georegion, and of the 

earth itself. In doing so, we look upon ourselves as citizens in the quite 

reasonable sense of being responsible members of a community. Interest¬ 

ingly, Bookchin believes that acceptance of such a concept of citizenship 

implies that animals, including insects, and even inanimate objects, in¬ 

cluding rocks, must be recognized as citizens.37 This exhibits his increas¬ 

ingly rigid, unimaginative, and quite nondialectical approach to the life of 

concepts. Just as we can act as moral agents in relation to other beings 

that are not agents, we can exercise duties of citizenship in relation to 

other beings who are not citizens.38 Furthermore, Bookchin himself uses 

the term “ecocommunities” to refer to what others call “ecosystems.” By 

his own standards of rationalist literalism, one might well ask him how 

human beings could achieve “communal” or “communitarian” relation¬ 

ships with birds and insects—or, more tellingly, how the bird or insect 

might be expected to relate “communally” to (e.g.) Murray Bookchin. 

Bookchin’s personal preferences concerning linguistic usage not¬ 

withstanding, in the real world the term “citizen” does not have the 

connotation that he absolutizes. The fact is that it indicates member¬ 

ship in a nation-state and subdivisions of nation-states, including states 

that are in no way authentically democratic or participatory. While 

Bookchin may invoke the linguistic authority of famous dead radi¬ 

cals,39 the vast majority of actually living people (who are expected to 

be the participants in the libertarian municipalist system) conceive of 

citizenship primarily in relation to the state, not the municipality. The 

creation of a shared conception of citizenship in Bookchin’s sense is a 

project that must be judged in relation to the actually existing fund of 

meanings and the possibilities for social creation in a given culture.40 

The creation of a conception of citizenship in the earth community is 

no less a project, and one that has a liberatory potential that can only 

be assessed through cultural creativity, historical practice, and critical 
reflection on the result.41 

Bookchin seems never to have gleaned from his readings of He¬ 

gel the distinction between an abstract and a concrete universal. 

While superficially invoking Hegel, he overlooks the philosopher’s 

dialectical insight that any concept that is not developed through 

conceptual and historical articulation remains “vacuous.” Much of 

the present critique of Bookchin’s libertarian municipalism is a con¬ 

ceptual and historical analysis that draws out the implications and 

contradictions in his position, contradictions that are typically dis- 
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guised through use of rhetorical devices, avoidance of difficult issues, 

and recourse to bombastic but irrelevant replies to criticism.42 In 

short, his concepts often lack articulation. But just as often he seems 

to lack the ability to distinguish between what is and what is not ar¬ 

ticulated. He does not realize that, in themselves, concepts like “citi¬ 

zen of a municipality” and “citizen of the earth” are both “vacuous” 

and “empty”—that is, they are mere abstractions. Their abstractness 

cannot be negated merely by appealing to historical usage or to one’s 

hopes for an improved usage in the future. They can be given more 

theoretical content by exploring their place in the history of ideas 

and in social history, by engaging in a conceptual analysis, and by 

reflecting on their possible relationship to other emerging theoretical 

and social possibilities. Yet they will still remain abstractions, albeit 

now more fully articulated ones. They gain concrete content, on the 

other hand, through their embodiment in the practice of a commu¬ 

nity—in its institutions, its ethos, its symbols, and its images. 

Bookchin apparently confuses this historical concreteness with re¬ 

latedness to concrete historical phenomena of the past. When he finds 

certain political forms of the past to be inspiring, they take on a certain 

numinous quality for him. Various models of citizenship become his¬ 

torically relevant today not because of their relation to real historical 

possibilities (including real possibilities existing in the social imaginary 

realm), but because they present an image of what our epoch assuredly 

ought to be. It is for this reason that he thinks that certain historical us¬ 

ages of the term “citizen” can dictate proper usage of the term today. 

Of course, Bookchin is at the same time aware that the citizenship 

that he advocates is not a living reality, but only a proposed ideal. 

Thus, he notes that “today, the concept of citizenship has already un¬ 

dergone serious erosion through the reduction of citizens to ‘constit¬ 

uents’ of statist jurisdictions or to ‘taxpayers’ who sustain statist insti¬ 

tutions.”43 Since he thinks above all of U.S. society in formulating this 

generalization, one might ask when there was a Golden Age in U.S. his¬ 

tory when the populace were considered “citizens” in Bookchin’s 

strong sense of “a self-managing and competent agent in democratically 

shaping a polity.”44 What has been “eroded” is presumably not the un¬ 

realized goals of the Democratic-Republican societies of the 1790s and 

other similar phenomena outside the mainstream of U.S. political his¬ 

tory. This remarkable form of “erosion” (a phenomenon possible only 

in the realm of ideological geology) has taken place between discon¬ 

tinuous historical models selected by Bookchin and the actually existing 

institutions of contemporary society. 
In addition to defending his concept of citizenship as the “true” 

meaning of the term, he also contends that its realization in society is a 
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prerequisite for the creation of a widespread concern for the general 

good. He argues that “we would expect that the special interests that 

divide people today into workers, professionals, managers, and the like 

would be melded into a general interest in which people see themselves 

as citizens guided strictly by the needs of their community and region 

rather than by personal proclivities and vocational concerns.”45 Yet this 

very formulation preserves the idea of particularistic interest, that is, 

that which fulfills the needs of ones “community and region,” which 

could—and in the real world certainly would—conflict with the needs 

of other communities and regions. There will always no doubt be com¬ 

munities that have an abundance of certain natural goods, all of which 

might fulfill real needs of the community, but some of which would ful¬ 

fill even greater needs of other communities entirely lacking these goods 

or having special conditions that render their needs more pressing. 

Of course, one might say that in the best of all possible libertarian 

municipalisms, the citizens would see their highest or deepest need as 

contributing to the greatest good for all—“all” meaning humanity and 

the entire planet. Bookchin does in fact hold that such a larger commit¬ 

ment would exist in his ideal system. But its existence would then imply 

a broadened horizon of citizenship. Each person would see a funda¬ 

mental dimension of his or her political being (or citizenship) as mem¬ 

bership in the human community and, indeed, in the entire earth com¬ 

munity. There is a strong tension in Bookchin’s thought between his 

desire for universalism and his commitment to particularism. Such a 

tension is inherent in an ecological politics that is committed to unity- 

in-diversity and which seeks to theorize the complex dialectic between 

whole and part. But for Bookchin this creative tension rigidifies into 

contradiction as a result of his territorializing of the political dimension 

at the level of the particular municipal community. In an important 

sense, Bookchin s citizenship’ is a regression from the universality of 

membership in the working class, whatever serious limitations that con¬ 

cept may have had. While one’s privileged being qua worker consisted 

in membership in a universal class, one’s being qua citizen (for Book¬ 

chin) consists of being a member of a particular group: the class of citi¬ 
zens of a given municipality. 

Bookchin will, however, hear none of this questioning of the 

boundaries of citizenship. From his perspective, the concept of citizen 

becomes vacuous and is “stripped of its rich historical content”4^ 

when the limits of the concept s privileged usage are transgressed. Yet 

he is floundering in the waters of abstract universalism, since he is not 

referring to any historically actualized content, but merely to his ideal¬ 

ized view of what that content ought to be. Citizenship is not devel¬ 

oped (richly or otherwise) through some concept of “citizen” that 
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Bookchin or any other theorist constructs. Nor can it be “developed” 

through a series of historical instances that have no continuity in con¬ 

crete, lived cultural history. It becomes “richly developed” when con¬ 

cept and historical precedent are given meaning through their relation¬ 

ship to the life of a particular community—local, regional, or global. 

Bookchin, like anyone concerned with the transformation of society, is 

faced with a cultural repertoire of meanings that must be recognized as 

an interpretative background, from which all projects of cultural crea¬ 

tivity must set out to re-create meaning. We cannot re-create that back¬ 

ground, or any part of it (e.g., the social conception of “citizenship”) in 

our own image, or in the images of our hopes and dreams. Yet our abil¬ 

ity to realize some of our hopes and dreams will depend in large part 

on our sensitivity to that background and our capacity to find in it pos¬ 

sibilities for extensions and transformations of meaning. 

The "Agent of History" 

Bookchin asks at one point the identity of the “historical ‘agent’ for 

sweeping social change.”47 In a sense, he has already answered this 

question in his discussion of the centrality of citizenship. However, his 

specific response focuses on the social whole constituted by the entire 

body of citizens: “the People.” Bookchin has described this emerging 

“People” as a “ ‘counterculture’ in the broadest sense” and has stipu¬ 

lated that it might include “alternative organizations, technologies, pe¬ 

riodicals, food cooperatives, health and women’s centers, schools, even 

barter-markets, not to speak of local and regional coalitions.”48 While 

this concept is obviously shaped and in some ways limited by the image 

of the U.S. counterculture of the 1960s, it reflects a broad conception 

of cultural creativity as the precondition for hberatory social change. 

This is its great strength. It points to a variety of community-oriented 

initiatives that develop the potential for social cooperation and grass¬ 

roots organization. 

But just as problems arise from privileging a particular self-image, 

so do they stem from the privileging of any unique “historical agent,” 

given the impossibility of analytical or scientific knowledge of the pro¬ 

cesses of social creativity. It is likely that such agency will always be ex¬ 

ercised in many spheres and at many overlapping levels of social being. 

It is conceivable that in some sense “the person” will be such a histori¬ 

cal agent, while in another “the earth community” will be. In addition, 

as will be discussed further, alternatives deemphasized in his view of 

what contributes to forming such agency (such as democratic worker 

cooperatives) may have much greater liberatory potential than those 
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stressed by Bookchin. From a dialectical holistic viewpoint, it is obvi¬ 

ous that there will always be a relative unity of agency and also a rela¬ 

tive diversity, so that agency can never have any simple location. While 

political rhetoric may require a reifying emphasis on one or the other 

moments of the whole, political thought must recognize and theorize 

the complexity of the phenomena. Bookchin’s concept is a seriously 

flawed attempt to capture this social unity-in-diversity. 

The idea of “the People” as the preeminent historical agent is cen¬ 

tral to Bookchin’s critique of the traditional leftist choice of the work¬ 

ing class (or certain other economic strata) for that role. Bookchin, 

along with other anarchists, was far ahead of most Marxists and other 

socialists in breaking with this economistic conception of social trans¬ 

formation. Indeed, postmodern Marxists and other au courant leftists 

now sound very much like the Bookchin of thirty years ago when they 

go through the litany of oppressed groups and victims of domination 

who are now looked upon as the preeminent agents of change. Book¬ 

chin can justly claim that his concept is superior to many of these cur¬ 

rent theories, in that his idea of “the People” maintains a degree of 

unity within the diversity, while leftist victimology has often degener¬ 
ated into incoherent, divisive “identity politics.” 

But perhaps Bookchin and, ironically, even some contemporary so¬ 

cialists go too far in deemphasizing the role of economic class analysis. 

Bookchin notes that while “the People” was “an illusory concept” in 

the eighteenth century, it is now a reality in view of various “transclass 

issues like ecology, feminism, and a sense of civic responsibility to 

neighborhoods and communities.”49 He is of course right in stressing 

the general, transclass nature of such concerns. But it seems clear that 

these issues are both class and transclass issues, since they have a gen¬ 

eral character, but also a quite specific meaning in relation to economic 

class—not to mention gender, ethnicity, and other considerations. The 

growing concern for environmental justice and the critique of environ¬ 

mental racism have made this reality increasingly apparent. Without 

addressing the class (along with ethnic, gender, and cultural) dimen¬ 

sions of an issue, a radical movement will fail to understand the ques¬ 

tion in concrete detail and will lose its ability both to communicate ef¬ 

fectively with those intimately involved in the issue and, more 

importantly, to learn from them. The fact is that Bookchin’s social 

analysis has had almost nothing to say about the evolution of class in 

either U.S. or global society. Indeed, Bookchin seems to have naively 

equated the obsolence of the classical concept of the working class with 
the obsolence of class analysis. 

While “the People” are identified by Bookchin as the emerging 

subject of history and the agent of social transformation, he also identi- 
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fies a specific group within this large category that will be essential to 

its successful formation. Thus, in the strongest sense of agency, the 

‘agent’ of revolutionary change” will be a “radical intelligentsia” 

which, according to Bookchin, has always been necessary “to catalyze” 

such change.50 The nature of such an intelligentsia is not entirely clear, 

except that it would include theoretically sophisticated activists who 

would lead a libertarian municipalist movement. Presumably, as has 

been historically the case, it would also include people in a variety of 

cultural and intellectual fields who would help spread revolutionary 
ideas. 

Bookchin is certainly right in emphasizing the need within a move¬ 

ment for social transformation for a sizable segment of people with de¬ 

veloped political commitments and theoretical grounding. However, 

most of the literature of libertarian municipalism, which heavily em¬ 

phasizes social critique and political programs, has seemed thus far to 

be directed almost exclusively at just such a group. Furthermore, it has 

assumed that the major precondition for effective social action is 

knowledge of and commitment to Bookchin’s theoretical position. This 

ideological focus, which reflects Bookchin’s theoretical and organiza¬ 

tional approach to social change, will inevitably hinder the develop¬ 

ment of a broadly based social ecology movement, to the extent that 

this development requires a diverse intellectual milieu linking it to a 

larger public. Particularly as Bookchin has become increasingly suspi¬ 

cious of the imagination, the psychological dimension, and any form of 

“spirituality,” and as he has narrowed his conception of reason, he has 

created a version of social ecology that is likely to appeal to only a 

small number of highly politicized intellectuals. Despite the commit¬ 

ment of social ecology to unity-in-diversity, his approach to social 

change increasingly emphasizes ideological unity over diversity of forms 

of expression. If the “radical intelligentsia” within the movement for 

radical democracy is to include a significant number of poets and crea¬ 

tive writers, artists, musicians, and thoughtful people working in vari¬ 

ous professional and technical fields, a more expansive vision of the so¬ 

cially transformative practice is necessary. 

Furthermore, a heavy emphasis on the role of a radical intelligent¬ 

sia—even in the larger sense just mentioned—threatens to overshadow 

the crucial importance of cultural creativity by nonintellectuals. This in¬ 

cludes those who create small cultural institutions, cooperative social 

practices, and transformed relationships in personal and family life. 

The nonhierarchical principles of social ecology should lead one to pay 

careful attention to the subtle ways in which large numbers of people 

contribute to the shaping of social institutions, whether traditional or 

newly evolving ones. Bookchin himself recognizes the importance of 
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such activity when he describes the emergence of a “counterculture” 

that consists of a variety of cooperative and communitarian groups and 

institutions, and thereby promotes the all-important “reemergence of 

‘the People.’”51 Why the intelligentsia and not this entire developing 

culture is given the title of “historical agent” is not clearly explained. 

One must suspect, however, that the answer lies in the fact that the ma¬ 

jority of participants in such a culture would be unlikely to have a firm 

grounding in the principles of Bookchin’s philosophy. The true agents 

of history, from his point of view, will require precisely such an ideo¬ 

logical foundation. 

The Municipality as the Ground of Social Being 

The goal of the entire process of historical transformation is, of course, 

the libertarian municipality. Bookchin often describes the municipality 

as the fundamental political, indeed, the fundamental social, reality. For 

example, he states that “conceived in more institutional terms, the mu¬ 

nicipality is the basis for a free society, the irreducible ground for indi¬ 

viduality as well as society.”52 Even more strikingly, he says that the 

municipality is “the living cell which forms the basic unit of political 

life . . . from which everything else must emerge: confederation, interde¬ 

pendence, citizenship, and freedom.”53 This assertion of the centrality 

of the municipality is a response to the need for a liberatory political 

identity that can successfully replace the passive, disempowering iden¬ 

tity of membership in the nation-state, and a moral identity that can 

successfully replace the amoral identity of consumer. For Bookchin, the 

municipality is the arena in which political ethics and the civic virtues 

that it requires can begin to germinate and ultimately achieve an abun¬ 

dant flowering in a rich political culture. This vision of free community 
is in some ways a very inspiring one. 

It is far from clear, however, why the municipality should be con¬ 

sidered the fundamental social reality. Bookchin attributes to the mu¬ 

nicipality alone a role in social life that is in fact shared by a variety of 

institutions and spheres of existence. It is not only the ideologies of 

modern societies, which presuppose a division between private and 

public life, that emphasize the realm of pevsonul life as central to social 

existence. Many anarchists and Utopians take the most intimate per¬ 

sonal sphere, whether identified with the affinity group, the familial 

gioup, or the communal living group, as fundamental socially and po¬ 

litically. And many critical social analyses, including the most radical 

ones (e.g., Reich s classic account of fascism and Kovel’s recent analysis 

of capitalist society) show the importance of the dialectic between the 



Municipal Dreams 153 

personal dimension and a variety of institutional spheres in the shaping 
of the self and values, including political values.55 

One might suspect that Bookchin is using descriptive language to 

express his own prescriptions about what ought to be most basic to our 

lives. However, he sometimes argues in ways that are clearly an attempt 

to base his political norms in existing social reality. In his argument for 

the priority of the municipality he claims that it is “the one domain 

outside of personal life that the individual must deal with on a very di¬ 

rect basis” and that the city is “the most immediate environment which 

we encounter and with which we are obliged to deal, beyond the sphere 

of family and friends, in order to satisfy our needs as social beings.”56 

First of all, these statements really seem to be an argument for the 

priority of the family and, perhaps, the affinity group in social life, for 

the city is recognized as only the next most important sphere of life. 

But beyond this rather large problem, the analysis of the “immediacy” 

of the city seems to be a remarkably superficial and nondialectical one. 

To begin with, it is not true that the individual deals in a somehow 

more “direct” way with the municipality than with other institutions 

(even excluding family and friends). Millions of individuals in modern 

society deal more directly with the mass media, by way of their televi¬ 

sion sets, radios, newspapers, and magazines, until they go to work and 

deal with bosses, coworkers, and technologies, after which they return 

to the domestic hearth and further bombardment by the mass media.57 

The municipality remains a vague background to this more direct expe¬ 

rience. Of course, the municipality is one context in which the more di¬ 

rect experience takes place. But there is also a series of larger contexts: 

a variety of political subdivisions, various natural regions, the nation¬ 

state, the society, the earth.58 There are few “needs as social beings” 

that are satisfied uniquely by “the municipality” in strong contradis¬ 

tinction to any other source of satisfaction. 

Bookchin has eloquently made points similar to these in relation to 

the kind of “reification” of the “bourgeois city” that takes place in tra¬ 

ditional city planning. “To treat the city as an autonomous entity, apart 

from the social conditions that produce it ... [is] to isolate and objec¬ 

tify a habitat that is itself contingent and formed by other factors. Be¬ 

hind the physical structure of the city lies the social community—its 

workaday life, values, culture, familial ties, class relations, and personal 

bonds.”59 It is important to apply this same kind of dialectical analysis 

to libertarian municipalism, and thereby to develop it even further 

(even if certain of its aspects are negated in the process). The city or 

municipality is a social whole consisting of constituent social wholes, 

interrelated with other social wholes, and forming a part of even larger 

social wholes. Add to this the natural wholes that are inseparable from 
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the social ones, and then consider all the mutual determinations be¬ 

tween all of these wholes and all of their various parts, and we begin to 

see the complexity of a dialectical social ecological analysis. Such an 

analysis allows us to give a coherent account of what it is that we en¬ 

counter with various degrees of immediacy, and what it is with which 

we deal with various degrees of directness, in order to satisfy our needs 

to varying degrees. This dialectical complexity is precisely what 

Bookchin’s dogmatic social ecology seeks to explain away through its 

rigid and simplistic categories.60 

The Social and the Political 

Bookchin is at his weakest when he attempts to appear the most philo¬ 

sophical. This is the case with one of his most ambitious theoretical un¬ 

detakings: his articulation of the concept of “the political.” Much as 

Aristotle announced his momentous philosophical discovery of the 

Four Causes, Bookchin announces his discovery of the Three Realms. 

He points out that he has “made careful but crucial distinctions be¬ 

tween the three societal realms: the social, the political, and the 

state.”61 In his own eyes, this discovery has won him a place of distinc¬ 

tion in the history of political theory, for the idea “that there could be a 

political arena independent of the state and the social . . . was to elude 

most radical thinkers.”62 For Bookchin, the social and statist realm 

cover almost everything that exists in present-day society. The statist 

sphere subsumes all the institutions and activities—the “statecraft,” as 

he likes to call it—through which the state operates. The social sphere 

includes everything else in society, with the exception of “the political.” 

This final category encompasses activity in the public sphere, a realm 

that he identifies “with politics in the Hellenic sense of the term.”63 By 

this, he means the proposed institutions of his own libertarian mumci- 

palist system and, to varying degrees, its precursors—the diverse 

“forms of freedom” that have emerged at certain points in history. For 

those who have difficulty comprehending this “carefully distinguished” 

sphere, Bookchin points out that “in creating a new politics based on 

social ecology, we are concerned with what people do in this public or 

political sphere, not with what people do in their bedrooms, living 
rooms, or basements.”64 

There is considerable unintentional irony in this statement. While 

Bookchin does not seem to grasp the implications of his argument, this 

means that, whatever we may hope for in the future, for the present we 

should not be concerned with what people do anywhere, since the po¬ 

litical realm does not yet exist to any significant degree. Except insofar 
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as it subsists in the ethereal realm of political ideas whose time has not 

yet come, the “political” now resides for Bookchin in his own tiny lib¬ 

ertarian municipalist movement—though strictly speaking, even it can¬ 

not now constitute a “public sphere” considering how distant it is from 

any actual exercise of public power. Thus, the inevitable dialectical 

movement of Bookchin’s heroic defense of the political against all who 

would “denature it,” “dissolve it” into something else, and so on, cul¬ 

minates in the effective abolition of the political as a meaningful cate¬ 
gory in existing society. 

There is, however, another glaring contradiction in Bookchin’s ac¬ 

count of the “social” and the “political.” He hopes to make much of 

the fact (which he declares “even a modicum of a historical perspec¬ 

tive” to demonstrate) that “it is precisely the municipality that most in¬ 

dividuals must deal with directly, once they leave the social realm and 

enter the public sphere.”65 But since what he calls “the public sphere” 

consists of his idealized “Hellenic politics,” it will be, to say the least, 

rather difficult for “most individuals” to find it in any actually existing 

world in which they might become politically engaged. Instead, they 

find only the “social” and the “statist” realms, into which almost all of 

the actually existing municipality has already been dissolved, not by 

any mere theorist, as Bookchin seems to fear, but by the course of his¬ 

tory itself. Thus, unless Bookchin is willing to find a “public sphere” in 

the existing statist institutions that dominate municipal politics, or 

somewhere in that vast realm of “the social,” there is simply no “public 

sphere” for the vast majority of people to “enter.” 

While such implications already show the absurdity of his position, 

his theoretical predicament is in fact much worse than this. For in 

claiming that the municipality is what most people “deal with directly,” 

he is condemned to defining the municipality in terms of the so¬ 

cial—precisely what he wishes most to avoid. Indeed, in a moment of 

theoretical lucidity he actually begins to refute his own position: 

“Doubtless the municipality is usually the place where even a great deal 

of social life is existentially lived—school, work, entertainment, and 

simple pleasures like walking, bicycling, and disporting themselves.”66 

Bookchin might expand this list considerably, for almost anything that 

he could possibly invoke on behalf of the centrality of “the municipal¬ 

ity” will fall in his sphere of the “social.” The actually existing munici¬ 

pality will thus be shown to lie overwhelmingly in his “social” sphere, 

and his argument thus becomes a demonstration of the centrality of 

that realm. Moreover, what doesn’t fall into the “social” sphere must 

lie in the actually existing “statist” sphere rather than in the nonexist¬ 

ent “political” one. In fact, his form of (fallacious) argumentation 

could be used with equal brilliance to show that we indeed “deal most 
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directly” with the state, since all the phenomena he lists as lying within 

a municipality are also located within some nation-state. Indeed, this 

anarchist’s argument works even more effectively as a defense of sta- 

tism, since even when one walks, bicycles, “disports oneself,” or what¬ 

ever, outside a municipality one almost inevitable finds oneself within 

a nation-state.67 Bookchin shows some vague awareness that his prem¬ 

ises do not lead in the direction of his conclusions. After he lists the 

various social dimensions of the municipality, and as the implications 

of his argument begin to dawn on him, he protests rather feebly that all 

this “does not efface its distinctiveness as a unique sphere of life.”68 But 

that, of course, was not the point in dispute. It is perfectly consistent to 

accept the innocuous propositions that the municipality is “distinctive” 

and “a unique sphere of life” while rejecting every one of Bookchin’s 

substantive claims about its relationship to human experience, the pub¬ 
lic sphere, and the “political.” 

Bookchin’s entire project of dividing society into rigidly defined 

“spheres” belies his professed commitment to dialectical thought. One 

of the most basic dialectical concepts is that a thing always is what it is 

not and is not what it is. However, this is the sort of dialectical tenet 

that Bookchin never invokes, for he prefers a highly conservative con¬ 

ception in which the dialectician somehow “educes” from a phenome¬ 

non precisely what is inherent in it as a potentiality.69 Were he an 

authentically dialectical thinker rather than a dogmatic one, he would, 

as soon as he posits different spheres of society (or any reality), con¬ 

sider the ways in which each sphere might be conditioned by and de¬ 

pendent upon those from which it is distinguished. In this connection, 

even the poststructuralists whom he dismisses with such uncompre¬ 

hending contempt are more dialectical than Bookchin is, since they at 

least take the term “differ” in an active sense that implies a kind of mu¬ 

tual determination. In this, they work from the insight of Saussurean 

linguistics that the meaning of any signifier is a function of the entire 

system of significations. Bookchin, on the other hand, adheres to a dog¬ 

matic, nondialectical view that things simply are what they are, that 

they are different from what they are not, and that anyone who ques¬ 

tions his rigid distinctions must be either a dangerous relativist or a 
fool. 

Gundersen, in The Environmental Promise of Democratic Delib¬ 

eration, suggests how a more dialectical approach might be taken to 

questions dealt with dogmatically by Bookchin. Gundersen discusses in 

considerable detail the significance of deliberation as a fundamental as¬ 

pect of Athenian democracy, the most important historical paradigm 

for Bookchin s libertarian municipalism. He notes that while the official 

institutions of democracy consisted of such explicitly “political” forms 
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as the assembly, the courts, and the council, the “political” must also 

be seen to have existed outside these institutions, if the role of delibera¬ 

tion is properly understood. As Gundersen states it, “Much of the de¬ 

liberation that fueled their highly participatory democracy took place 

not in the Assembly, Council, or law courts, but in the agora, the pub¬ 

lic square adjacent to those places.” 0 The attempt to constrain the po¬ 

litical within a narrow sphere through the magic of definition is 

doomed to failure, not only when one begins to think dialectically, but 

also as soon as one carefully examines real, historical phenomena with 

all their mutual determinations. In the same way that Bookchin’s non- 

dialectical approach flaws his theoretical analysis, it dooms his politics 

to failure, since it systematically obscures the ways in which the possi¬ 

bilities for “political” transformation are dependent on the deeply po¬ 

litical dimensions of spheres that he dismisses as merely “social.” 

Bookchin also demonstrates his nondialectical approach to the so¬ 

cial and the political in his discussion of Aristotle’s politics and Greek 

history. He notes that “the two worlds of the social and political 

emerge, the latter from the former. Aristotle’s approach to the rise of 

the polis is emphatically developmental. . . . The polis is the culmina¬ 

tion of a political whole from the growth of a social and biological 

part, a realm of the latent and the possible. Family and village do not 

disappear in Aristotle’s treatment of the subject, but they are encom¬ 

passed by the fuller and more complete domain of the polis.”71 But 

there are two moments in Aristotle’s thought here, and Bookchin tell¬ 

ingly sides with the nondialectical one. To the extent that Aristotle 

maintains a sharp division between the social and the political, his 

thought reflects a hierarchical dualism rooted in the institutional struc¬ 

ture of Athenian society. Since the household is founded on patriarchal 

authority and a slave economy, it cannot constitute a political realm, a 

sphere of free interaction between equals. This dualistic, hierarchical di¬ 

mension of Aristotle is precisely what Bookchin invokes favorably. 

There is, on the other hand, a more dialectical moment in Aris¬ 

totle’s thought, which, though still conditioned by hierarchical ideol¬ 

ogy (as expressed in the concept of “the ruling part”) envisions the 

polis as the realization of the self, family and village. Aristotle says 

that the polis is “the completion of associations existing by nature” 

and is “prior in the order of nature to the family and the individual” 

because “the whole is necessarily prior [in nature] to the part.”72 Im¬ 

plicit in this concept is the inseparable nature of the social and the 

political. Later, more radically dialectical thought has developed this 

second moment. An authentically dialectical analysis recognizes that 

as the political dimension emerges within society, it does not separate 

itself off from the rest of the social world to embed itself in an ex- 
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elusive sphere. Rather, as the social whole develops, there is a trans¬ 

formation and politicization of many aspects of what Bookchin calls 

“the social” (a process that may take a liberatory, an authoritarian, 

or even a totalitarian, direction). In Hegel’s interpretation of this pro¬ 

cess, for example, the state emerges as the full realization of society, 

yet it is also the means by which each aspect of society is trans¬ 

formed and achieves its fulfillment. 

In a conception of the political that is less ideological than Hegel’s 

but equally dialectical (if we take the political as the self-conscious 

self-determination of the community with its own good as the end), the 

emergence of the political in any sphere will be seen both to presuppose 

and also to imply its emergence in other spheres. For Bookchin, on the 

other hand, the political remains an autonomous realm, and other 

spheres of society can only be politicized by being literally absorbed 

into that realm (as in the municipalization of production). This nondia- 

lectical approach to the political is central to Bookchin’s development 

of an abstract, idealist, and dogmatic conception of social transforma¬ 
tion. 

Paideia and Civic Virtue 

One of the more appealing aspects of Bookchin’s politics is his empha¬ 

sis on the possibilities for self-realization through participation in po¬ 

litical activity. His views are inspired by the Athenian polis, which 

“rested on the premise that its citizens could be entrusted with 'power’ 

because they possessed the personal capacity to use power in a trust¬ 

worthy fashion. The education of citizens into rule was therefore an 

education into personal competence, intelligence, moral probity, and 

social commitment.”73 These are the kind of qualities, he believes, that 

must be created today in order for municipalism to operate successfully. 

We must therefore create a similar process of paideia in order to com¬ 

bine individual self-realization with the pursuit of the good of the com¬ 

munity through the instilling of such civic virtues in each citizen. 

But there are major difficulties for this conception of paideia. The 

processes of socialization are not now in the hands of those who would 

promote the programs of libertarian municipalism or anything vaguely 

related to it. Rather, they are dominated by the state and, above all, by 

economic power and the economistic culture, which aim at training 

workers (employees and managers) to serve the existing system of pro¬ 

duction and a mass of consumers for the dominant system of consump¬ 

tion. Municipalism proposes that a populace that has been so pro- 
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foundly conditioned by these processes should become a “citizenry,” 

both committed to the process of self-rule and also fully competent to 
carry it out. 

This is certainly a very admirable goal for the future. However, 

Bookchin’s formulations sometimes seem to presuppose that such a citi¬ 

zenry has already been formed and merely awaits the opportunity to 

take power. He states, for example, that “the municipalist conception 

of citizenship assumes” that “every citizen is regarded as competent to 

participate directly in the ‘affairs of state,’ indeed what is more impor¬ 

tant, encouraged to do so.”/4 But the success of the institutions pro¬ 

posed by Bookchin would seem to require much more than either an 

assumption of competence or the encouragement of participation in 

civic affairs. What is necessary is that the existing populace should be 

transformed into something like Bookchin’s “People” through a process 

of paideia that pervasively shapes all aspects of their lives—a formida¬ 

ble task that would itself constitute and also presuppose a considerable 

degree of social transformation. 

To equate this paideia primarily with the institution of certain ele¬ 

ments of libertarian municipalism hardly seems to be a very promising 

approach. Indeed, to the extent that aspects of its program are success¬ 

fully implemented before the cultural and psychological preconditions 

have been developed, this may very well lead to failure and disillusion¬ 

ment. A program of libertarian municipalism that focuses primarily on 

the decentralization of power to the local level might indeed have reac¬ 

tionary consequences within the context of the existing political culture 

of the United States and some other countries. One might imagine a 

“power to the people’s assemblies” that would result in harsh anti¬ 

immigrant regulations, extension of capital punishment, institution of 

corporal punishment, expanded restrictions on freedom of speech, im¬ 

position of religious practices, repressive enforcement of morality, and 

punitive measures against the poor, to cite some proposals that have 

widespread public support in perhaps a considerable majority of mu¬ 

nicipalities of the United States. It is no accident that localism has ap¬ 

pealed much more to the right wing in the United States than to the 

Left or the general population, and that reactionary localism is becom¬ 

ing more extremist and more popular. The far right has worked dili¬ 

gently for decades at the grassroots level in many areas to create the 

cultural preconditions for local reactionary democracy. 

Of course, Bookchin would quite reasonably prefer to see his 

popular assemblies established in more “progressive” locales, so that 

they could become a model for a new democratic, and, indeed, a liber¬ 

tarian and populist, politics. But far-reaching success for such develop- 
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ments depends on a significant evolution of the larger political culture. 

To the extent that activists accept Bookchin’s standpoint of hostility to¬ 

ward, or at best, unenthusiastic acceptance of the limited value of alter¬ 

native approaches to social change, this will restrict the scope of the 

necessary paideia, impede the pervasive transformation of society, and 

undercut the possibilities for effective local democracy.75 

The Municipalist Program 

Libertarian municipalism has increasingly been presented not only as a 

theoretical analysis of the nature of radical democracy, but also as a 

programmatic movement for change. Indeed, Bookchin has proposed 

the program of libertarian municipalism as a basis for organization for 

the green movement in North America. However, a serious problem in 

Bookchin’s political analysis is that it slips from the theoretical dimen¬ 

sion to the realm of practical programs with little thoughtful considera¬ 

tion of how realistic the latter may be. His discussions of a postscarcity 

anarchist society seemed to refer to an ultimate ideal in a qualitatively 

different future (even if the coming revolution was sometimes suggested 

as a possible shortcut to that ideal). While the confederated free mu¬ 

nicipalities of libertarian municipalism sometimes also seem like a uto¬ 

pian ideal, this perspective has increasingly been presented as a strategy 

that is capable of creating and mobilizing activist movements in 

present-day towns and cities. Yet one must ask what the real possibili¬ 

ties for organizing groups and movements under that banner might be, 

given the present state of political culture, given the actual public to 

which appeals must be addressed, and not least of all, given the system 

of communication and information that must be confronted in any at¬ 
tempt to persuade.76 

The relationship between immediate proposals and long-terms 

goals in libertarian municipalism is not always very clear. While Book- 

chin sees changes such as the neighborhood planning assemblies in Bur- 

lington, Vermont, as an important advance, even though these assem¬ 

blies do not have policy-making (or law-making) authority, he does not 

see certain rather far-reaching demands by the green movement as be¬ 

ing legitimate. He recognizes as significant political advance structural 

changes (like planning assemblies or municipally run services) that 

move in the direction of municipal democracy or economic municipali¬ 

zation, electoral strategies for gaining political influence or control on 

behalf of the municipalist agenda, and, to some degree, alternative proj¬ 

ects that are independent of the state. On the other hand, he seems to 

ic|ect, either as irrelevant or as a dangerous form of cooptation, any 
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political proposal for reform of the nation-state beyond the local (or 
sometimes, the state) level. 

Bookchin harshly criticizes, as capitulation to the dominant sys¬ 

tem, all approaches that do not lead toward municipal direct democ¬ 

racy and municipal self-management. This critique of reformism ques¬ 

tions the wisdom of active participation by municipalists, social 

ecologists, left greens, and anarchists in movements for social justice, 

peace, and other “progressive” causes when the specific goals of these 

movements are not linked to a comprehensive liberatory vision of so¬ 

cial, economic, and political transformation (or, more accurately, to the 

precisely correct vision). Bookchin often disparages such “movement” 

activity and urges activists to focus on working exclusively on behalf of 

the program of libertarian municipalism. 

For example, he and Janet Biehl attack the left greens for their de¬ 

mand to “cut the Pentagon budget by 95 percent” and their proposals 

for “a $10 per hour minimum wage,” “a thirty-hour work week with 

no loss of income,” and a “workers’ superfund.”77 The supposed error 

in these proposals is that they do not eliminate the last 5% of the 

budget for so-called defense of the nation-state, and that they perpetu¬ 

ate economic control at the national level. Bookchin later dismisses the 

left greens’ proposals as “commonplace economic demands.”78 Further¬ 

more, he distinguishes between his own efforts “to enlarge the directly 

democratic possibilities that exist within the republican system” and 

the left greens’ “typical trade unionist and social democratic demands 

that are designed to render capitalism and the state more palatable.”79 

It is impossible, however, to deduce a priori the conclusion that every 

institution of procedures of direct democracy is a historically significant 

advance, while all efforts to influence national economic policy and to 

demilitarize the nation-state are inherently regressive; the empirical evi¬ 

dence on such matters is far from conclusive. It is at least conceivable, 

for example, that improvement of conditions for the least privileged 

segments of society might lead them to become more politically en¬ 

gaged, and perhaps even make them more open to participation in 

grassroots democracy. In his sarcastic attacks on the left greens, we 

hear in Bookchin’s statements the voice of dogmatism and demagogy.80 

There is, in fact, an inspiring history of struggles for limited goals 

that did not betray the more far-reaching visions, and indeed revolu¬ 

tionary impulses, of the participants. To take an example that should 

be meaningful to Bookchin, the anarchists who fought for the eight- 

hour work day did not give up their goal of the abolition of capital¬ 

ism.81 There is no reason why left greens today cannot fight for a 

thirty-hour work week without giving up their vision of economic de¬ 

mocracy. Indeed, it seems important that those who have utopian vi- 
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sions should also stand with ordinary people in their fights for justice 

and democracy—even when many of these people have not yet devel¬ 

oped such visions, and have not yet learned how to articulate their 

hopes in theoretical terms. Unless this occurs, the prevailing dualistic 

split between reflection and action will continue to be reproduced in 

movements for social transformation, and the kind of “People” that 

libertarian municipalism presupposes will never become a reality. To re¬ 

ject all reform proposals at the level of the nation-state a priori reflects 

a lack of sensitivity to the issues that are meaningful to people now. 

Bookchin correctly cautions us against succumbing to a mere “politics 

of the possible.” However, a political purism that dogmatically rejects 

reforms that promise a meaningful improvement in the conditions of 

life for many people chooses to stand above the actual people in the 

name of “the People” (who despite their capitalization remain merely 
theoretical).82 

Bookchin is no doubt correct in his view that groups like the left 

greens easily lose the utopian and transformative dimension of their 

outlook as they become focused on reform proposals that might imme¬ 

diately appeal to a wide public. It is true that a left green proposal to 

“democratize the United Nations” seems rather bizarre (to say the 

least) from the decentralist perspective of the green movement. Yet it is 

inconsistent for Bookchin to dismiss all proposals for reform merely be¬ 

cause they “propose” something less than the immediate abolition of 

the nation-state. Libertarian municipalism itself advocates, for the im¬ 

mediate present, working for change within subdivisions of the nation¬ 

state, as municipalities (and states, including small ones like Vermont) 

most certainly are. Bookchin has himself encouraged municipalists to 

work actively in a campaign against the extension of Vermont’s guber¬ 

natorial term from two to four years. While this is a valid issue of de¬ 

gree of democratic control, its implications in regard to the power of 

the nation-state can certainly not be compared to those of a 95% re¬ 
duction in national military spending. 

Social ecological politics requires a dialectical analysis of social 

phenomena, which implies a careful analysis of the political culture (in 

i elation to its larger natural and social context) and an exploration of 

the possibilities inherent in it. The danger of programmatic tendencies, 

which are endemic to the traditional Left and to all the heretical sec¬ 

tarianisms it has spawned, is that they rigidify our view of society; they 

reinforce dogmatism, inflexibility, and attachment to one’s ideas; they 

limit our social imagination; and they discourage the open, experimen¬ 
tal spirit that is necessary for creative social change. 

While libertarian municipalism is sometimes interpreted in a nar¬ 

rower, more sectarian way (as it appears especially in Bookchin’s po- 
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lemics against other points of view), it can also be taken as a more gen¬ 

eral orientation toward radical grassroots democracy. Looked at in this 

broader sense, Bookchin’s libertarian municipalism can make a signifi¬ 

cant contribution to the development of our vision of a free, coopera¬ 

tive community. Bookchin has sometimes presented a far-reaching list 

of proposals for developing more ecologically responsible and demo¬ 

cratic communities. These include the establishment of community 

credit unions, community-supported agriculture, associations for local 

self-reliance, and community gardens.83 Elsewhere he includes in the 

“minimal steps” for creating “Left Green municipalist movements” 

such activities as electing council members who support “assemblies 

and other popular institutions”; establishing “civic banks to fund mu¬ 

nicipal enterprises and land purchases”; creating community-owned en¬ 

terprises; and forming “grassroots networks” for various purposes.84 In 

a discussion of how a municipalist movement might be initiated in the 

state of Vermont, he presents proposals that emphasize cooperatives 

and even small individually owned businesses.85 He suggests that the 

process could begin with the public purchase of unprofitable enterprises 

(which would then be managed by the workers), the establishment of 

land trusts, and support for small-scale productive enterprises. This 

could be done, he notes, without infringing “on the proprietary rights 

of small retail outlets, service establishments, artisan shops, small 

farms, local manufacturing enterprises, and the like.”86 He concludes 

that in such a system “cooperatives, farms, and small retail outlets 

would be fostered with municipal funds and placed under growing 

public control.”87 He adds that a “People’s Bank” to finance the eco¬ 

nomic projects could be established, buying groups to support local 

farming could be established, and public land could be used for “do¬ 

mestic gardening.”88 

These proposals present the outline of an admirable program for 

promoting a vibrant local economy based on cooperatives and small 

businesses. Yet it is exactly the “municipalist” element of his program 

that might be less than practical for quite some time. It seems likely 

that for the present the members of cooperatives and the owners of 

small enterprises would have little enthusiasm for coming under “in¬ 

creasing public control,” if this means that the municipality (either 

through an assembly or local officials) increasingly takes over manage¬ 

ment decisions. Whatever might evolve eventually as a cooperative 

economy develops, a program for change in the real world must either 

have an appeal to an existing public or must have a workable strategy 

for creating such a public. There is certainly considerable potential for 

broad support for “public control” in areas like environmental protec¬ 

tion, health and safety measures, and greater economic justice for 
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workers. However, the concept of “public control” of economic enter¬ 

prises through management by neighborhood or municipal assemblies 

is, to use Bookchin’s terminology, a “nonsense demand,” since the pre¬ 

conditions for making it meaningful do not exist and are not even ad- 

dresssed in Bookchin’s politics.89 

The Fetishism of Assemblies 

While Bookchin sees the municipality as the most important political 

realm, he identifies the municipal assembly as the privileged organ of 

democratic politics and puts enormous emphasis on its place in both 

the creation and functioning of free municipalities. “Popular assem¬ 

blies,” he says, “are the minds of a free society; the administrators of 

their policies are the hands.”90 But unless this is taken as an attempt at 

poetry, it is in some ways a naive and undialectical view. The mind of 

society—its reason, passion, and imagination—is always widely dis¬ 

persed throughout all social realms. And the more that this is the case, 

the better it is for the community. Not only is it not necessary that most 

creative thought take place in popular assemblies, it is inconceivable 

that most of it should occur there. In a community that encourages 

creative thinking and imagination, the “mind” of society would operate 

through the intelligent, engaged reflection of individuals, through a di¬ 

verse, thriving network of small groups and local institutions in which 

these individuals would express and embody their hopes and ideals for 

the community, and through vibrant democratic media of communica¬ 

tion in which citizens would exchange ideas and shape the values of 

their community. And although in an anarchist critique of existing bu¬ 

reaucracy administrators might be depicted rhetorically as mindless, it 

does not seem desirable that in a free society they should be dismissed 

as necessarily possessing this quality. All complex systems of social or¬ 

ganization will require some kind of administration and will depend 

not only on the good will but also on the intelligence of those who 

carry out policies. It seems impossible to imagine any form of assembly 

government that could formulate such specific directives on complex 

matters that administrators would have no significant role in shaping 

policy. Bookchin tellingly lapses into edifying rhetoric and political slo¬ 

ganeering when he discusses the supremacy of the assembly in policy 

making. Were he to begin to explore the details of how such a system 

might operate, he would immediately save others the trouble of decon¬ 
structing his system. 

The de facto policy-making power of administrators might even be 

greater in Bookchin’s system than in others, in view of the fact that he 
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does not propose any significant sphere for judicial institutions that might 

check administrative power. Unless we assume that society would become 

and thereafter remain quite simplified—an assumption that is inconsis¬ 

tent with Bookchin’s beliefs about technological development, for exam¬ 

ple—then it would be unrealistic to assume that all significant policy deci¬ 

sions could be made in an assembly, or even supervised directly by an 

assembly. A possible alternative would be a popular judiciary; however, 

the judicial realm remains almost a complete void in Bookchin’s political 

theory, despite references to popular courts in classical Athens and other 

historical cases. One democratic procedure that could perform judicial 

functions would be popular juries (as proposed by Godwin two centuries 

ago) or citizens’ committees (as recently suggested by Burnheim)91 that 

could oversee administrative decision making. However, Bookchin’s al¬ 

most exclusive emphasis on the assembly—what we might call his “eccle- 

siocentrism”—precludes such possibilities. 

Bookchin responds to these suggestions concerning popular juries 

and citizens’ committees with what he thinks to be the devastating alle¬ 

gation that what I am “really calling for here” are “courts and coun¬ 

cils, or bluntly speaking, systems of representation,”92 While it is far 

from clear that a “council” is inherently undesirable under all historical 

circumstances, what I discuss in the passage he attacks is citizens’ com¬ 

mittees, not councils.9j What I “call for” is not some specific political 

form, but rather a consideration of various promising political forms 

whose potential can only be determined through practice and experi¬ 

mentation. Moreover, Bookchin’s comments show ignorance of the na¬ 

ture of the proposals of Godwin and Burnheim that are cited, and un¬ 

willingness to investigate them before beginning his attack. Neither 

proposes a system of “representation.” One of the appealing aspects of 

the jury or committee proposals is that since membership on juries or 

committees is through random selection (not election of “representa¬ 

tives”), all citizens have an equal opportunity to exercise decision¬ 

making power. Some of the possible corrupting influences of large as¬ 

semblies (encouragement of egoistic competition, undue influence by 

power-seeking personalities, etc.) are much less likely to appear in this 

context. Furthermore, such committees and juries offer a way of avoid¬ 

ing the need for representation, since they are a democratic means of 

performing necessary functions that cannot possibly be carried out at 

the assembly level. As will be discussed, Bookchin’s municipalism does 

not successfully address the question of how “confederal” actions can 

be carried out without representation; proponents of decentralized de¬ 

mocracy would therefore be wise to consider various means by which 

the necessity for representation might be minimized in a less than uto¬ 

pian world. 
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In discussing his conception of “participatory democracy,” Book- 

chin notes the roots of the concept in the politics of the New Left and 

the counterculture of the 1960s. One implication of democracy in this 

context was that “people were expected to be transparent in all their 

relationships and the ideas they held.”94 He laments the fact that these 

democratic impulses were betrayed by a movement toward dogmatism, 

centralization, and institutionalization. Yet the concept of transparency, 

like that of “the unmediated,” requires critical analysis. Bookchin 

might have achieved a more critical approach to such concepts had he 

applyed a dialectical analysis to them. Unfortunately, the naive expecta¬ 

tion that people merely “be” transparent may become a substitute for 

the more difficult and time-consuming but ultimately rewarding pro¬ 

cesses of self-reflection and self-understanding on the personal and 

group levels. Values like “transparency” and “immediacy” often inhibit 

understanding of group processes and function as an ideology that dis¬ 

guises implicit power relationships and subtle forms of manipulation, 

which are often quite opaque, highly mediated, and resistant to superfi¬ 
cial analysis. 

It is important that such disguised power relations should not find 

legitimacy through the ideology of an egalitarian, democratic assembly, 

in which “the People” act in an “unmediated” fashion and in which 

their will is “transparent.” The fact is that in assemblies of hundreds, 

thousands, or even potentially tens of thousands of members (if we are 

to take the Athenian polis as a model), there is an enormous potential 

for manipulation and power-seeking behavior. If it is true that power 

corrupts, as anarchists more than anyone else have stressed, then anar¬ 

chists cannot look with complacency on the power that comes from be¬ 

ing the center of attention of a large assembly, from success in debate 

before such an assembly, and from the quest for victory for one’s cause. 

To minimize these dangers, it is necessary to avoid idealizing assem¬ 

blies, to analyze carefully their strengths and weaknesses, and to experi¬ 

ment with processes that can bring them closer to the highest ideals 

that inspire them. In addition, there is the option of rejecting 

Bookchin s pioposal that all political power should be concentrated in 

the assembly and separating it instead among various participatory in¬ 
stitutions. 

And whatever the strengths and weaknesses of assemblies as an or¬ 
ganizational form, we must also ask whether it is even possible for sov¬ 

ereign municipal assemblies to be viable as the fundamental form of 

political decision making in the real world. Bookchin concedes that lo¬ 

cal assemblies might have to be less than “municipal” in scope. He rec¬ 

ognizes that given the size of existing municipalities, there will be a 

need for more decentralized decision-making bodies. He suggests that 
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whether a municipality can be administered by all its citizens in a sin¬ 

gle assembly or has to be subdivided into several confederally related 

assemblies depends much on its size, ’ and he proposes that the assem¬ 

bly might be constituted on a block, neighborhood, or town level.95 

Since contemporary municipalities in much of the world range in popu¬ 

lation up to tens of millions, and neighborhoods themselves up to hun¬ 

dreds of thousands, the aptness of the term “municipalism” for a form 

of direct democracy should perhaps be questioned.96 It would seem that 

in highly urbanized societies it would be much more feasible to estab¬ 

lish democratic assemblies at the level of the neighborhood or even 

smaller units than at the municipal level, as Bookchin himself concedes. 

The problem of defining neighborhood communities often poses 

difficulties. Bookchin claims that New York City, for example, consists 

of neighborhoods that are “organic communities.”9 It is true that there 

exists a significant degree of identification with neighborhoods that can 

contribute to the creation of neighborhood democracy. Yet to describe 

the neighborhoods of New York City or other contemporary cities as 

“organic communities” is a vast overstatement; indeed, one wonders if 

Bookchin is referring more to his idealized view of the past than to 

present realities. Contemporary cities (including New York City) have 

been thoroughly transformed according to the exigencies of the modern 

bureaucratic, consumerist society, with all the atomization and privati¬ 

zation that this implies. Natives of metropolitan centers such as Paris 

complain that traditional neighborhoods have been completely de¬ 

stroyed by commercialization, land speculation, and displacement of 

the less affluent to the suburbs. In the United States, much of tradi¬ 

tional urban neighborhood life has been undermined by social atomiza¬ 

tion; institutionalized, structural racism; and the migration of capital 

and economic support away from the center. Bookchin correctly uses 

my own community of New Orleans as an example of a city that has a 

strong tradition of culturally distinct neighborhoods that have endured 

with strong identities until recent times.98 However, it is also a good ex¬ 

ample of the culturally corrosive effects of contemporary society, which 

progressively transforms local culture into a commodity for advertising, 

real estate speculation, and tourism, while it destroys it as a lived real¬ 

ity. Thus, the neighborhood “organic community” seems to be much 

more of an imaginary construct (that is often entangled with nostalgic 

feelings and that reflects class and ethnic antagonisms) than an existing 

state of affairs. It is essential to see these limitations in the concept, and 

then to develop its imaginary possibilities as part of a liberatory process 

of social regeneration. 

The apparently large size of assemblies (even at the neighborhood 

level) proposed for urban areas raises questions about how democratic 
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these bodies could be. In Barber’s discussion of such assemblies, he sug¬ 

gests that their membership would range from five to twenty-five thou¬ 

sand." Bookchin says that they might encompass units of a single 

block up to dozens of blocks in an urban area, and thus might some¬ 

times reach a similar level of membership. It is difficult to imagine the 

city block of present-day society as the fundamental political unit 

(though visionary proposals for a radically transformed future have 

made a good case for re-creating it as a small ecocommunity). And, in 

fact, libertarian municipalism is almost always formulated in terms of 

municipal and neighborhood assemblies. Therefore, in practical terms, 

it is proposing rather large assemblies for the foreseeable future in 

highly populated, urbanized societies. 

Bookchin’s discussion is curiously (and rather suspiciously) vague 

on the topic of the scope of decision making by assemblies. He does 

make it clear that he believes that all important policy decisions can 

and should be made in the assembly, even in the case of emergencies. 

He confidently assures us that, “given modern logistical conditions, 

there can be no emergency so great that assemblies cannot be rapidly 

convened to make important policy decisions by a majority vote and 

the appropriate boards convened to execute these decisions—irrespec¬ 

tive of a community’s size or the complexity of its problems. Experts 

will always be available to offer their solutions, hopefully competing 

ones that will foster discussion, to the more specialized problems a 

community may face.”100 But this mere affirmation of faith is hardly 

convincing. In a densely populated, technologically complex, intricately 

interrelated world, every community will face problems that can hardly 
be dealt with on an ad hoc basis by large assemblies. 

Amazingly, Bookchin never explores the basic theoretical question of 

whether any formal system of local law should exist, and how the policy 

decisions of assemblies should be interpreted and applied to particular 

cases. However, his position seems to collapse were he to give any answer 

to this question. If general rules and policy decisions (i.e., laws) are 

adopted by an assembly, then they must be applied to particular cases and 

articulated programmatically by judicial and administrative agencies. It is 

then inevitable that these agencies will have some share in political power. 

This alternative is inconsistent with his many affirmations of the suprem¬ 

acy of the assembly. On the other hand, if no general rules are adopted, 

then the assembly will have the impossibly complex task of applying rules 

to all disputed cases and formulating all important details of programs. 

We are left with a purgatorial vision of hapless citizens condemned to lis¬ 

tening endlessly to hopefully competing” experts on every imaginable 

aiea of municipal administration. Given these two unpromising alterna¬ 

tives, Bookchin seems to choose the impossible over the inconsistent. 
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Furthermore, there are certain well-known dangers of large assem¬ 

blies that would presumably threaten neighborhood or municipal as¬ 

semblies too. Among the problems that often emerge are competitive¬ 

ness, egotism, theatrics, demagogy, charismatic leadership, factionalism, 

aggressiveness, obsession with procedural details, domination of discus¬ 

sion by manipulative minorities, and passivity of the majority. While 

growth of the democratic spirit might reduce some of these dangers, 

they might also be aggravated by the size of the assembly, which would 

be many times larger than most traditional legislative bodies. In addi¬ 

tion, the gap in political sophistication between individuals in local as¬ 

semblies will no doubt be much greater than in bodies composed of tra¬ 

ditional political elites. Finally, the assembly would lose one important 

advantage of representation: elected representatives or delegates can be 

chastised for betraying the people when they seem to act contrary to 

the will or interest of the community. On the other hand, those who 

emerge as leaders of a democratic assembly, and those who take power 

by default if most do not participate actively in managing the affairs of 

society, can be accused of nothing, since they are acting as equal mem¬ 

bers of a popular democratic body.101 

To say the least, an extensive process of self-education in demo¬ 

cratic group processes would be necessary before large numbers of peo¬ 

ple would be able to work together cooperatively in large meetings. 

And even if some of the serious problems mentioned here are mitigated, 

it is difficult to imagine how they could be avoided entirely in assem¬ 

blies with thousands of participants, as are sometimes proposed, at 

least until institutions other than assemblies have radically changed per¬ 

sonality structures. Indeed, the term “face-to-face democracy” that 

Bookchin often uses in reference to these assemblies seems rather bi¬ 

zarre when applied to these thousands of faces (assuming that most of 

them face up to their civic responsibilities and attend). 

An authentically democratic movement will recognize the consider¬ 

able potential for elitism and power seeking within assemblies. It will 

deal with this threat not only through procedures within assemblies, 

but above all by creating a communitarian, democratic culture that will 

express itself in decision-making bodies and in all other institutions. 

For the assembly and other organs of direct democracy to contribute 

effectively to an ecological community, they must be purged of the 

competitive, agonistic, masculimst aspects that have often corrupted 

them. They can only fulfill their democratic promise if they are an inte¬ 

gral expression of a cooperative community that embodies in its institu¬ 

tions the love of humanity and nature. Barber makes exactly this point 

when he states that strong democracy “attempts to balance adversary 

politics by nourishing the mutualistic art of listening,” and going be- 
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yond mere toleration, seeks “common rhetoric evocative of a common 

democratic discourse” that should “encompass the affective as well as 

the cognitive mode.”102 Such concerns echo recent contributions in 

feminist ethics, which have pointed out that the dominant moral and 

political discourse has exhibited a one-sided emphasis on ideas and 

principles and neglected the realm of feeling and sensibility. In this 

spirit, we must explore the ways in which the transition from formal to 

substantive democracy depends not only on the establishment of more 

radically democractic forms, but also on the establishment of cultural 

practices that foster a democratic sensibility. 

Municipal Economics 

One of the most compelling aspects of Bookchin’s political thought is 

the centrality of his ethical critique of the dominant economistic society 

and his call for the creation of a “moral economy” as a precondition 

for a just ecological society. He asserts that such a “moral economy” 

implies the emergence of “a productive community” to replace the 

amoral “mere marketplace” that currently prevails. Further, it requires 

that producers “explicitly agree to exchange their products and services 

on terms that are not merely ‘equitable’ or ‘fair’ but supportive of each 

other.”103 He believes that if the prevailing system of economic exploi¬ 

tation and the dominant economistic culture based on it are to be elimi¬ 

nated, a sphere must be created in gentlemen, which people find new 

forms of exchange to replace the capitalist market, and this sphere must 

be capable of continued growth. Bookchin sees this realm as that of the 

municipalized economy. He states that “under libertarian municipalism, 

property becomes part of a larger whole that is controlled by the citizen 

body in assembly as citizens.”104 Elsewhere, he explains that “land, fac¬ 

tories, and workshops would be controlled by popular assemblies of 

free communities, not by a nation-state or by worker-producers who 
might very well develop a proprietary interest in them.”105 

However, for the present at least, it is not clear why the municipal¬ 

ized economic sector should be looked upon as the primary realm, 

rather than as one area among many in which significant economic 

transformation might begin. It is possible to imagine a broad spectrum 

of self-managed enterprises, individual producers and small partner¬ 

ships that would enter into a growing cooperative economic sector that 

would incorporate social ecological values. The extent to which the 

communitarian principle of distribution according to need could be 

achieved would be proportional to the degree to which cooperative and 

communitarian values had evolved—a condition that would depend on 
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complex historical factors that cannot be predicted beforehand. Book- 

chin is certainly right in his view that participation in a moral economy 

would be “an ongoing education in forms of association, virtue, and 

decency 106 through which the self would develop. And it is possible 

that ideally “price, resources, personal interests, and costs” might “play 

no role in a moral economy” and that there would be “no ‘accounting’ 

of what is given and taken.”107 However, we always begin with a his¬ 

torically determined selfhood in a historically determined cultural con¬ 

text. It is quite likely that communities (and self-managed enterprises) 

might find that in the task of creating liberatory institutions within the 

contraints of real history and culture, the common good is attained best 

by preserving some form of “accounting” of contributions from citizens 

and distribution of goods. To whatever degree Bookchin’s anarcho- 

communist system of distribution is desirable as a long-term goal, the 

attempt to put it into practice in the short run, without developing its 

psychological and institutional preconditions, would be a certain recipe 
for disillusionment and economic failure. 

Bookchin attributes to municipalization an almost miraculous 

power to abolish egoistic and particularistic interests. He and Biehl at¬ 

tack proposals of the left greens for worker self-management on the 

grounds that such a system does not, as in the case of municipalization, 

“eliminate the possibility that particularistic interests of any kind will 

develop in economic life.”108 While the italics reflect an admirable 

hope, it is not clear how municipalization, or any other political pro¬ 

gram, no matter how laudable it may be, can assure that such interests 

are entirely eliminated. Bookchin and Biehl contend that in “a democ¬ 

ratized polity” workers would develop “a general public interest”109 

rather than a particularistic one of any sort. But it is quite possible for 

a municipality to put its own interest above that of other communities, 

or that of the larger community of nature. The concept of “citizen of a 

municipality” does not in itself imply identification with “a general 

public interest.” To the extent that concepts can perform such a func¬ 

tion, “citizen of the human community” would do so much more ex¬ 

plicitly, and “citizen of the earth community” would do so much more 

ecologically. 

Under Bookchin’s libertarian municipalism, there is a possible (and 

perhaps inevitable) conflict between the particularistic perspective of 

the worker in a productive enterprise and the particularistic perspective 

of the citizen of the municipality. Bookchin and Biehl propose that 

“workers in their area of the economy” be placed on advisory boards 

that are “merely technical agencies, with no power to make policy deci¬ 

sions.”110 This would do little if anything to solve the problem of con¬ 

flict of interest. Bookchin calls the “municipally managed enterprise” at 
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one point “a worker-citizen controlled enterprise,”111 but the control is 

effectively limited to members of the community acting as citizens, not 

as workers.112 Shared policy making seems on the face of it more of a 

real-world possibility, however complex it might turn out to be. In ei¬ 

ther case (pure community democracy or a mixed system of community 

and workplace democracy), it seems obvious that there would be a con¬ 

tinual potential for conflict between workers who are focused on their 

needs and responsibilities as producers and assemblies that are in the¬ 

ory focused on the needs and responsibilities of the local community, 

not to mention those of the entire earth community, of which their own 

community is but a part. 

Putting aside the ultimate goals of libertarian municipalism, Book- 

chin suggests that in a transitional phase, its policies would “not in¬ 

fringe on the proprietary rights of small retail outlets, service establish¬ 

ments, artisan shops, small farms, local manufacturing enterprises, and 

the like. ”11J The question arises, though, why this sector should not 

continue to exist in the long term, alongside more cooperative forms of 

production. There is no conclusive evidence that such small enterprises 

are necessarily exploitative or that they cannot be operated in an ecol¬ 

ogically sound manner. Particularly if the larger enterprises in a re¬ 

gional economy are democratically operated, the persistence of such 

small enterprises does not seem incompatible with social ecological val¬ 

ues. This is even more the case to the degree that the community demo¬ 

cratically establishes just and effective parameters of social and ecologi¬ 
cal responsibility. 

However, Bookchin dogmatically rejects this possibility. He claims 

that if any sort market continues to exist, then “competition will force 

even the smallest enterprise eventually either to grow or to die, to accu¬ 

mulate capital or to disappear, to devour rival enterprises or to be de¬ 

voured.”114 Yet Bookchin has himself noted that historically the exis¬ 

tence of a market has not been equivalent to the existence of a 

market-dominated society. He has not explained why such a distinction 

cannot hold in the future. He has himself been criticized by “purist” 

anarchists who attack his acceptance of government as a capitulation to 

archism. Yet he rightly distinguishes between the mere existence of 

governmental institutions and statism, the system of political domina¬ 

tion that results from the centralization of political power in the state. 

Similarly, one may distinguish between the mere existence of market 

exchanges and capitalism—the system of economic domination that re¬ 

sults from the concentration of economic power in large corporate en- 

tei prises. Bookchin asserts that the existence of any market sector is in¬ 

compatible with widespread decentralized democratic institutions and 

cooperative forms of production. While he treats this assertion as if it 
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were an empirically verified or theoretically demonstrated proposition, 

it is, until he presents more evidence, merely an article of (his) ideologi¬ 
cal faith.115 

But whatever the long-term future of the market may be, it is in 

fact the economic context in which present-day experiments take place. 

If municipally owned enterprises are established, they will necessarily 

operate within the market, if only because the materials they need for 

production will be produced within the market economy. It is also 

likely that they would choose to sell their products within the market, 

since the vast majority of potential consumers, including those most 

sympathetic to cooperative experiments, would still be operating within 

the market economy. Indeed, it is not certain that even if a great many 

such municipal enterprises were created that they would choose to limit 

their exchanges entirely to the network of similar enterprises rather 

than continuing to participate in the larger market. In view of the con¬ 

tingencies of history, to make any such prediction would reflect a kind 

of “scientific municipalism” that is at odds with the dialectical princi¬ 

ples of social ecology. But whatever may be the case in the future, to 

the extent that municipalized enterprises are proposed as a real-world 

practical strategy, they will necessarily constitute (by Bookchin’s own 

criteria) a “reform” within the existing economy. Thus, it is inconsis¬ 

tent for advocates of libertarian municipalism to attack proposals for 

self-management, such as those of the left greens, as mere reformism. 

These proposals, like Bookchin’s, are incapable of abolishing the state 

and capitalism by fiat. But if they were adopted, they would represent a 

real advance in expanding the cooperative and democratic aspects of 

production, while at the same time improving the economic position of 

the less privileged members of society. 

Bookchin has increasingly downplayed the idea that social ecology 

should emphasize the importance of developing a diverse, experimental, 

constantly growing cooperative sector within the economy, and now fo¬ 

cuses almost exclusively on the importance of “municipalization of the 

economy.”116 But while he has been writing about municipalism for 

decades, he has produced nothing more than vague and seemingly self¬ 

contradictory generalizations about how such a system might operate. 

He does not present even vaguely realistic answers to many basic ques¬ 

tions. How might a municipality of about fifty thousand people (e.g., 

metropolitan Burlington, Vermont), over one million people (e.g., met¬ 

ropolitan New Orleans) or over eight million people (e.g., the Parisian 

region) develop a coherent municipal economic plan in a “directly 

democratic” way? Would the neighborhood or municipal assembly 

have even vaguely the same meaning in these diverse contexts (not to 

mention what it might mean in third world megalopolises such as Mex- 
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ico City, Lagos, or Calcutta; in the villages of Asia, Africa, and Latin 

America; or on the steppes of Mongolia)? Could delegates from hun¬ 

dreds or thousands of block or neighborhood assemblies come to an 

agreement with “rigorous instructions” from their assemblies? 

Bookchin’s municipalism offers no answers to these questions, and as 

we will see, neither does his confederalism. He is certainly right when 

he says that “one of our chief goals must be to radically decentralize 

our industrialized urban areas into humanly-scaled cities and towns” 

that are ecologically sound.117 But a social ecological politics must not 

only aim at such far-reaching, visionary goals but also offer effective 

political options for the increasing proportion of human beings who 

live in highly populated and quickly growing urban areas, and who 

face serious urban crises requiring practical responses as soon as possi¬ 
ble. 

Bookchin’s most fundamental economic principle also poses ques¬ 

tions that he has yet to answer. He contends that with the municipaliza¬ 

tion of the economy, the principle of “from each according to his abili¬ 

ties and to each according to his needs” becomes “institutionalized as 

part of the public sphere.”118 How, one wonders, might abilities and 

needs be determined according to Bookchinist economics? Should a cer¬ 

tain amount of labor be required of each citizen, or should the amount 

be proportional to the nature of the labor? Should those who have 

more ability to contribute, or whose work fulfills more needs, be re¬ 

quired to work more? Of course, these questions can only be answered 

by specific communities through actual experiments in democratic deci¬ 

sion making and self-organization. However, debate over these issues 

has a long history within ethics and political theory; socialists, commu¬ 

nists, anarchists, and Utopians have all devoted much attention to them 

(not to mention liberals such as Rawls). If the theory of libertarian mu¬ 

nicipalism is to inspire the necessary experiments, municipalists must at 

least suggest possible answers that might convince members of their 

own and other communities that the theory offers a workable future, 

or at least they must suggest what it might mean to try to answer such 
questions. 

Bookchin finds it quite disturbing that I could find his invoca¬ 

tion of the famous slogan concerning abilities and needs “problemati¬ 

cal.” One can almost hear his annoyance as he explains that “the 

whole point behind this great revolutionary slogan is that in a com¬ 

munistic post-scarcity economy, abilities and needs are not, strictly 

speaking, determined that is, subject to bourgeois calculation,” 

which is to be replaced with “a basic decency and humaneness.”119 

Once more one is tempted to ask how Bookchin can present himself 

as a staunch opponent of mysticism and yet orient his thought to- 
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ward a final good that is an inexpressible mystery, not to mention a 

logical contradiction. It is clear that many of the revolutionaries who 

adhered to Bookchin’s beloved slogan actually believed that needs 

and abilities could, at least in some general way, be “determined.” 

However, Bookchin himself believes that certain acts should be per¬ 

formed and certain things should be distributed “according to” that 

which cannot be “determined.” This may be an edifying belief, but it 

is also an absurdity, pure idealism, and an abdication of the “ration¬ 
ality” that Bookchin claims to value so highly. 

But even if this particular form of mysticism were the correct 

standpoint toward some ultimately utopian society, it would not give us 

much direction concerning how to get there. Can anyone really take se¬ 

riously a “libertarian municipalism” that proposes a municipalization 

of all enterprises, after which conditions of work and distribution of 

products would be determined (or perhaps we should say “nondeter- 

mined”) by “basic decency and humaneness”? Once again, the problem 

of Bookchin’s lack of mediations between an idealized goal and actually 

existing society becomes apparent. And this is not to say that his uto¬ 

pian goal is itself coherent. For despite his self-proclaimed role as the 

defender of “Reason,” he scrupulously avoids consideration of the role 

of rationality in utopian distribution, in this case falling back instead 

on mere feeling, dualistically divorced from rationality according to the 

demands of ideological consistency. This is, of course, his only option 

short of a fundamental rethinking of his position. For reason, unfortu¬ 

nately for Bookchin, expresses itself in determinations, as tentative and 

self-transforming as these determinations may be. 

Bookchin presents two additional arguments for his position, both 

of which have appeared many times in the Bookchinian oeuvre. Both 

reduce essentially to an appeal to faith. First, he claims that if “’primal’ 

peoples” could “rely on usufruct and the principle of the irreducible 

minimum,” then his ideal society could certainly do without “contrac¬ 

tual or arithmetical strictures.”120 But this is merely a variation on the 

famous “If we can put a man on the moon, then we can do X” argu¬ 

ment. According to this lunar fallacy, some proposal, the feasibility of 

which in no way follows from a moon landing, is argued to be a viable 

option because the latter achievement proved possible. What is true of 

tribal societies is that they have usually followed distinct rules of distri¬ 

bution and, indeed, often quite strict and complex ones based on kin¬ 

ship and the circulation of gifts. Whatever the content of these rules 

(which have often been very humane, ecological, etc.), it certainly does 

not follow from the fact that previous societies have adhered to these 

rules that some future society can get along without rules of distribu¬ 

tion, quantitative or otherwise. 
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In his second argument, Bookchin notes that neither he nor I will 

make decisions for any future “post-scarcity society guided by reason,” 

hut only those who will actually live in it. This statement is undeniably 

true (assuming neither of us ever lives in it). However, this fact lends 

absolutely no support to Bookchin’s position, since it is quite possible 

that these rational Utopians might look back on his analysis of such a 

society and find it to be unconvincing or even absurd. If he wishes 

merely to express his faith that in his final rational utopia people will 

achieve things that we can hardly conceive of in our present fallen 

state, it would be difficult to argue with his position. However, if he in¬ 

tends to argue that a specific form of organization is a reasonable goal 

for a movement for social change, then he must be willing to offer evi¬ 

dence for this view rather than the merely edifying conception that “in 

utopia all things are possible.” 

Bookchin's Confederacy 

Anarchist political thought has usually proposed that social coopera¬ 

tion beyond the local level should take place through voluntary federa¬ 

tions of relatively autonomous individuals, productive enterprises, or 

communities. While classical anarchist theorists such as Proudhon and 

Bakunin called such a system “federalism,” Bookchm calls his variation 

on this theme “confederalism.” He describes its structure as consisting 

of “above all a network of administrative councils whose members or 

delegates are elected from popular face-to-face democratic assemblies, 

in the various villages, towns, and even neighborhoods of large cit¬ 

ies.”1"1 Under such a system, we are told, power remains entirely in the 

hands of the assemblies. “Policymaking is exclusively the right of popu¬ 

lar community assemblies,” while “administration and coordination are 

the responsibility of confederal councils.”122 Councils exist only to 

carry out the will of the assemblies. Toward this end, “the members of 

these confederal councils are strictly mandated, recallable, and respon¬ 

sible to the assemblies that chose them for the purpose of coordinating 

and administering the policies formulated by the assemblies them¬ 

selves.”121 Thus, while majority rule of some sort is to prevail in the as¬ 

semblies, which are the exclusive policy-making bodies, the administra¬ 

tive councils are strictly limited to carrying out what these bodies 
decide. 

However, it is not clear how this absolute division between policy 

making and administration could possibly work in practice. How for 

example, is administration to occur when there are disagreements on 

policy between assemblies? Libertarian municipalism is steadfastly 
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against delegation by assemblies of policy-making authority, so all col¬ 

lective activity must presumably depend on the consensus of assemblies, 

as expressed in the “administrative councils.” If there is a majority vote 

on policy issues, then this would mean that policy would indeed be 

made at the confederal level. Bookchin is quick to attack “the tyranny 

of consensus” as a decision-making procedure within assemblies in 

which each member of the group is free to compromise for the sake of 

the common good. Ironically, he seems obliged to depend on it for deci¬ 

sion making in bodies whose members are rigidly mandated to vote ac¬ 

cording to previous directions from their assemblies. 

Or at least he seems to be committed to such a position until he 

considers what will occur when some communities do not abide by the 

fundamental principles or policies adopted in common. Bookchin states 

that “if particular communities or neighborhoods—or a minority 

grouping of them—choose to go their own way to a point where hu¬ 

man rights are violated or where ecological mayhem is permitted, the 

majority in a local or regional confederation has every right to prevent 

such malfeasance through its confederal council.”124 However, this pro¬ 

posal blatantly contradicts his requirement that policy be made only at 

the assembly level. If sanctions are imposed by a majority vote of the 

council, this would be an obvious case of a quite important policy be¬ 

ing adopted above the assembly level. A very crucial, unanswered ques¬ 

tion is by what means the confederal council would exercise such a 

“preventive” authority (presumably Bookchin has in mind various 

forms of coercion). But whatever his answer might be, such action 

would constitute policy making in an important area. There is clearly a 

broad scope for interpretation of what does or does not infringe on hu¬ 

man rights, or what does or does not constitute an unjustifiable eco¬ 

logical danger. If the majority of communities acting confederally 

through a council acts coercively to deal with such basic issues, then 

certain statelike functions would emerge at the confederal level. 

It appears that the only way to avoid this result is to take a purist 

anarchist approach and assume that action can only be taken at any 

level above the assembly through fully voluntary agreements, with full 

rights of secession on any issue (including “mayhem”). According to 

such an approach, a community would have the right to withdraw 

from common endeavors, even for purposes that others might think un¬ 

just to humans or ecologically destructive. Of course, the other commu¬ 

nities would still be able to take action against the allegedly offending 

community because of its supposed misdeeds. They would have had 

this ability in any case, even if the offending community had never en¬ 

tered into the “non-policy-making” confederal agreement. Should 

Bookchin choose to adopt this position, he would have to give up the 
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concept of enforcement at the confederal level. He would then be pro¬ 

posing a form of confederal organization in which everything would be 

decided by consensus, and in which the majority of confederating com¬ 

munities would have no power of enforcement in any area. His posi¬ 

tion would then have the virtue of consistency, though very few would 

consider it a viable way of solving problems in a complex world. 

There are other aspects of Bookchin’s confederalism that raise 

questions about the practicality or even the possibility of such a system. 

He proposes that activities of the assemblies be coordinated through 

the confederal councils, whose members must be “rotatable, recallable, 

and, above all, rigorously instructed in written form to support or op¬ 

pose any issue that appears on the agenda.”12^ But could such instruc¬ 

tion be a practical possibility in modern urban society (assuming, as 

Bookchin seems to, that the arrival of municipalism and confederalism 

are not to be delayed until after the dissolution of urban industrial soci¬ 

ety)? Perhaps Paris might be taken as an example, in honor of the Pari¬ 

sian “sections” of the French Revolution that he mentions so often as a 

model for municipal politics. Metropolitan Paris has roughly eight and 

one-half million people. If government were devolved into assemblies 

for each large neighborhood of twenty-five thousand people, there 

would be three hundred and forty assemblies in the metropolitan area. 

If it were decentralized into much more democratic assemblies for areas 

of a few blocks, with about a thousand citizens each, there would then 

be eight thousand five hundred Parisian assemblies. If the city thus had 

hundreds or even thousands of neighborhood assemblies, and each 

“several” assemblies (as Bookchin suggests) would send delegates to 

councils, which presumably would have to form even larger confedera¬ 

tions for truly municipal issues, could the chain of responsibility hold 
up? And if so, how? 

When confronted with such questions, Bookchin offers no reply 

other than that he doesn’t believe in the existence of the kind of cen¬ 

tralized, urbanized society in which these problems arise. However, his 

political proposals are apparently directed at people living in precisely 

such a world. If municipalism is not practicable in the kind of society in 

which real human beings happen to find themselves, then the question 

arises of what other political arrangements might be practicable and 

also move toward the goals that Bookchin embodies in municipalism. 

Yet his politics does not address this issue. We are left with the abstract 

pursuit of an ideal and an appeal to the will that it be realized. 

Bookchin’s late work in particular expresses a defiant will that history 

should become what it ought to be and a poorly contained rage at the 

thought that it stubbornly seems not to be doing so. Objections that his 

social analysis and political proposals lack an adequate relation to ac- 
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tual history are usually met with ridicule and sarcasm, seldom with rea¬ 

soned argument. 

Municipalizing Nature? 

As Bookchin has increasingly focused on the concept of municipalist 

politics, the theme of ecological politics has faded increasingly further 

into the background of his thought. In fact, the idea of a bioregional 

politics has never really been developed in his version of social ecology. 

Yet, there are two fundamental social ecological principles that essen¬ 

tially define a bioregional perspective. One is the recognition of the dia¬ 

lectic of nature and culture, in which the larger natural world is seen as 

an active coparticipant in the creative activities of human beings. The 

other is the principle of unity-in-diversity, in which the unique, determi¬ 

nate particularity of each part of the whole is seen as making an essen¬ 

tial contribution to the unfolding of the developing whole. While Book- 

chin has done much to stress the importance of such general principles, 

what has been missing in his discussion of politics is a sensitivity to the 

details of the natural world and the quite particular ways in which it 

can and does shape human cultural endeavors, and a sense of inhabit¬ 

ing a natural whole, whether an ecosystem, a bioregion, or the entire 

biosphere. 
If one searches Bookchin’s writings carefully, one finds very little 

detailed discussion of ecological situatedness and bioregional particu¬ 

larity, despite a theoretical commitment to such values. Typically, he 

limits himself to statements such as that there should be a “sensitive 

balance between town and country”126 and that a municipality should 

be “delicately attuned to the natural ecosystem in which it is located.”127 

In The Ecology of Freedom he says that ecological communities should 

be “networked confederally through ecosystems, bioregions, and bi- 

omes,” that they “must be artistically tailored to their natural sur¬ 

roundings,” and that they “would aspire to live with, nourish, and feed 

upon the life-forms that indigenously belong to the ecosystems in which 

they are integrated.”128 These statements show concern for the relation¬ 

ship of a community to its ecological context, but the terms chosen to 

describe this relationship do not imply that bioregional realities are to 

be central to the culture. Furthermore, Bookchin’s discussions of con- 

federalism invariably base organization on political principles and geo¬ 

graphical proximity. He does not devote serious attention to the possi¬ 

bility of finding a bioregional basis for confederations or networks of 

communities. 
It is possible that an underlying concern that discourages Bookchin 
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from focusing on bioregional culture (and quite strikingly, on commu¬ 

nal traditions also) is his mistaken perception that these realities some¬ 

how threaten the freedom of the individual. A bioregional approach 

places very high value on human creative activity within the context of 

a sense of place, in the midst of a continuity of natural and cultural his¬ 

tory. Bioregionalism is based on a kind of commitment that Bookchin 

steadfastly rejects; that is, a giving oneself over to the other, a choosing 

without “choosing to choose,” a recognition of the claim of the other 

on the deepest levels of one’s being. Bookchin descibes his ideal com¬ 

munity as “the commune that unites individuals by what they choose 

to like in each other rather than what they are obliged by blood ties to 

like.”124 But when one affirms one’s membership in a human or natural 

community, one is hardly concerned with “choosing what to like and 

not to like” in the community (though one may certainly judge one’s 

own human community quite harshly out of love and compassion for 

it). The community becomes, indeed, an extension of one’s very self¬ 

hood. Individualist concepts of choice, rights, justice, and interest lose 

their validity in this context. It seems that Bookchin does not want to 

take the risk of this kind of communitarian thinking, and is satisfied 

with the weak communitananism of libertarian municipalism, assembly 
government, and civic virtue. 

Sometimes Bookchin seems to touch on a bioregional perspective, 
but he does not carry his thinking in this area very far. He says that in 

an ecological society, land would be used ecologically such that forests 

would grow in areas that are most suitable for arboreal flora and 

widely mixed food plants in areas that are most suitable for crops.”130 

Culture and nature would seemingly both get their due through this 

simple division. Yet a major ecological problem results from the fact 

that, except in the case of tropical rain forests, most areas that are quite 

well suited for forests (or prairies, or even wetlands) can also be used in 

a highly productive manner for crop production. A bioregional ap¬ 

proach would stress heavily the importance of biological diversity and 

ecological integrity, and have much less enthusiasm for the further de¬ 

velopment of certain areas on grounds that they are “suitable for 
crops.” 

Bookchin comes closest to an authentically bioregional approach 

when he explains that “localism, taken seriously, implies a sensitivity to 

speciality, particularity, and the uniqueness of place, indeed a sense of 

place or topos that involves deep respect (indeed, ‘loyalty,’ if I may use 

a term that I would like to offset against ‘patriotism’) to the areas in 

W11U We|!^i32a^ that f£ glV£n t0 us in §reat Part by the natural 
work! itself - These admirable general principles need, however, to 

developed into a comprehensive bioregional perspective that would 
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give them a more concrete meaning. This perspective would address 

such issues as the ways in which bioregional particularity can be 

brought back into the town or city, how it can be discovered beneath 

the transformed surface, and how it can be expressed in the symbols, 

images, art, rituals, and other cultural expressions of the community. 

Bioregionalism gives content to the abstract concept that the creation of 

the ecological community is a dialectical, cooperative endeavor between 

human beings and the natural world. A bioregional politics expands 

our view of the political, by associating it more with the processes of 

ecologically grounded cultural creativity and with a mutualistic, coop¬ 

erative process of self-expression by the human community and nature. 

Libertarian municipalism tends to focus on politics as collective eco¬ 

nomic management and political processes as policy making and per¬ 

sonal development through debate in assemblies. Unlike bioregional¬ 

ism, it constitutes at best a rather “thin” ecological politics. 

Conclusion: Social Ecology or Bookchinism? 

The questions raised here about libertarian municipalism cast no doublt 

on the the crucial importance of participatory, grassroots democracy. 

Rather, they affirm that importance and point toward the need for di¬ 

verse, multidimensional experiments in democratic processes and to the 

fact that many of the preconditions for a free and democratic culture he 

in areas beyond the scope of what is usually called “democracy.” Com¬ 

munes, cooperatives, collectives, and various other forms of organiza¬ 

tion are sometimes dismissed by Bookchin as “marginal projects that 

cannot challenge the dominant system.133 And indeed, this has often 

been true (though the weakness of the economic collectives in the Span¬ 

ish Revolution, to mention an important counterexample, was hardly 

that they were marginal or nonchallenging). However, it is questionable 

whether there is convincing evidence—or indeed any evidence at 

all—that such approaches have less potential for hberatory transforma¬ 

tion than do municipal or neighborhood assemblies or other municipal- 

ist proposals. An ecocommunitarianism that claims the legacy of anar¬ 

chism (as a critique of domination rather than as a dogmatic ideology) 

will eschew any narrowly defined programs, whether they make mu¬ 

nicipalism, self-management, cooperatives, communalism, or any other 

approach the privileged path to social transformation. On the other 

hand, it will see experiments in all of these areas as valuable steps to¬ 

ward discovering the way to a free, ecological society. 
Proposals for fundamentally restructuring society through local as¬ 

semblies (and also citizens’ committees) have great merit, and should be 
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a central part of a left green, social ecological, or ecocommunitarian 

politics. But we must consider that these reforms are unlikely to be¬ 

come the dominant political processes in the near future. Unfortunately, 

partial adoption of such proposals (in the form of virtually powerless 

neighborhood assemblies and “town meetings,” or citizens’ committees 

with little authority) may even serve to deflect energy or diffuse de¬ 

mands for more basic cultural and personal changes. On the other 

hand, major cultural advances can be immediately instituted through 

the establishment of affinity groups, small communities, internally 

democratic movements for change, and cooperative endeavors of many 

kinds. Advocates of radical democracy can do no greater service to 

then cause than to demonstrate the value of democratic processes by 

embodying them in their own forms of self-organization. Without 

imaginative and inspiring examples of the practice of ecological, com¬ 

munitarian democracy by the radical democrats themselves, calls for 

municipalism, demarchy,’ or any other form of participatory de¬ 
mocracy will have a hollow ring. 

Bookchin has made a notable contribution to this effort insofar as 
his work has helped inspire many participants in ecological, communi¬ 

tarian, and participatory democratic projects. However, to the extent 

that he has increasingly reduced ecological politics to his own narrow 

sectarian program of libertarian mumciplism, he has become a devisive’ 

debilitating force in the ecology movement and an obstacle to the at¬ 
tainment of many of the ideals he has himself proclaimed. 
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Th? •. S.eeJ°hn/R C!a^ and Camille Martin, Liberty, Equality, Geography 
The Social Thought of Elisee Reclus (forthcoming). 8 P V' 
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Order (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996). For a critique of Ferry’s 

inept efforts to pin the charge of insectocentrism on the ecology movement, see 

John Clark, “Ecologie aujourd’hui?,” Terra Nova 1 (1996), pp. 112-119. 

38. Presumably Bookchin’s municipal citizens would have responsibilities 

in regard to the buildings, streets, soil, air, and other aspects (perhaps even the 

insects) of the municipality. Yet this does not imply that the buildings, etc., 

should be considered citizens, unless the sovereign assembly declares them to 

be so. 
39. Bookchin, “Comments,” p. 166. In an apparent argumentum ad vere- 

cundiam, he claims that “revolutionaries of the last century—from Marx to Ba¬ 

kunin—referred to themselves as ‘citizens’ long before the appellation comrade 

replaced it.” In fact, in Bakunin’s voluminous correspondence he typically re¬ 

ferred to himself as a “friend,” or used some other conventional phrasing. His 

preferred term with his closest political collaborators was brother, though he 

sometimes used “comrade,” and Citizen Bakunin signed himself Matrena, in 

writing to Nechaev, whom he addressed as “Boy.” 
40. It is a question of the social imaginary, to use a valuable concept that 

Bookchin contemptuously dismisses. 
41. It is possible that the liberatory potential in the entire concept of 

“citizenship” is seriously limited, and that more inspiring communitarian self- 

images will play a more important role in the future. This is, however, a his¬ 

torical and experimental question, not one to be answered through stipulation, 

speculation, or dogmatic pronouncements. 
42. When one uses a reductio ad absurdum argument against Bookchin 

he replies (and perhaps thinks) that one believes in the absurd. 

43. Bookchin, “Comments,” p. 166. 
44. Ibid. The closest approximation of this conception was found in the 

radical democracy movement of the 1790s, which unfortunately extended it to 

only a minority of the population, and had a very limited influence on the 

course of American social history. See John Clark, “The French Revolution and 

American Radical Democracy,” in Y. Hudson and C. Peden, eds., Revolution, 

Violence, and Equality (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 1990), pp. 

79-118. . . . _ . „ _ 
45. Murray Bookchin, “Libertarian Municipalism: An Overview, Green 

Perspectives, No. 24, 1991, p. 4; emphasis in original. Note that in this state¬ 

ment Bookchin slips into admitting the possibility of “citizenship” in a region. 

46. Bookchin, “Comments,” p. 167. 
47. Murray Bookchin, The Last Chance: An Appeal for Social and Eco¬ 

logical Sanity (Burlington, VT: Comment, 1983), p. 48. 

48. Ibid., p. 48. 
49. Bookchin, Remaking Society, p. 173. 
50. Murray Bookchin, The Modern Crisis (Philadelphia: New Society, 

1986), pp. 150-151. 

51. Ibid., p. 152. 
52. Bookchin, Rise of Urbanization, p. 249. 

53. Ibid., p. 282. 
54. Bookchin comments on this statement that the civitas of libertarian 
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municipalism “is the immediate sphere of public life—not the most ‘intimate,’ 

to use Clark’s crassly subjectivized word” (“Comments,” p. 193; emphasis in 

original). What a “crassly subjectivized word” may be will probably remain 

one of the mysteries of Bookchinian linguistic analysis. What is clear, however, 

is that nowhere do I contend that the municipality is the “most intimate” 

sphere, nor do I imply that Bookchin does so. But his misrepresentation of my 

claims gives him another opportunity to affirm exactly what I am questioning 

about his politics: that he is positing a “sphere of public life” that he idealisti¬ 

cally and nondialectically presents as “immediate” by systematically overlook¬ 

ing its cultural and psychological mediations. 

55. See Wilhelm Reich, The Mass Psychology of Fascism (New York: Si¬ 

mon and Schuster, 1970), and Joel Kovel, The Age of Desire (New York: Pan¬ 

theon Books, 1981). Kovel’s analysis is an unsurpassed account of the complex 

dialectic between individual selfhood, the family, productionist and consump- 

tionist economic insitutions, the state, and the technological system. It would 

be a mistake to privilege any psychological or institutional realm, as Bookchin 

habitually does, and as he misinterprets critics as doing, when he projects his 

own dualistic categories on their ideas. 

56. Bookchin, Remaking Society, p. 183; emphasis added. 

57. Bookchin’s response to this statement reveals his propensity to mis¬ 

read texts very badly in his haste to refute them, and, more significantly, it 

once more illustrates his idealist approach. According to Bookchin, “This re¬ 

duction of the historico-civilizational domain introduced by the city simply to 

individuals most directly’ dealing ‘with their television sets, radios, newspa¬ 

pers, and magazines’ is not without a certain splendor, putting as it does our 

relationships with the mass media on an equal plane with the relationships 

that free or increasingly free citizens could have in the civic sphere or political 

domain (“Comments,” p. 5). The reader will note that in reference to that 

with which real, existing human beings “deal directly” I refer to the actual 

s taping of consciousness in contemporary society, a process with which those 

seeking social transformation are obliged to deal. Bookchin replies by invoking 

an abstract “historico-civilizational domain” that for all its inspirational quali¬ 

ties does not count for much politically unless it is embodied in actual social 

practice and actual cultural values. Otherwise, it retains a quite specific “splen- 

dor : that of the vaporous moral ideal unrelated to the historically real. Sec- 

on , Bookchin’s idealism becomes more explicit when he accuses me of placing 

relationships that people actually have in the real world “on an equal plane” 

with those that they might have in Bookchin’s ideal world. Of course, I do not 

that mi J HStmg; i aCtUaHy 6X1Stmg CUltUral realltieS’ Possibilities 
that might be realized in the future, and Bookchin’s idealist projections of what 

he imagines ‘could be” onto the reality that presently “is.” 

58. I will return later to the contradictions entailed in Bookchin’s hypos- 
tatizing of the municipality. 

59. Bookchin, Toward an Ecological Society, p. 137. 

60f lt because of the complexity required by such an analysis 

that 3 less-objectifying, more holistic, and more process-oriented regional ap- 

proach to being is more adequate than is a territorial view. See Max Cafard 
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“The Surre(gion)alist Manifesto,” Exquisite Corpse, No. 8, 1990, pp. 1, 

22-23. 

61. Bookchin, “Comments,” p. 158. Bookchin’s distinction is heavily in¬ 

fluenced by Arendt’s distinctions in The Human Condition (Chicago: Univer¬ 

sity of Chicago Press, 1958). See esp., Part II, “The Public and the Private 

Realm,” pp. 22-78. 

62. Bookchin, Rise of Urbanization, p. 33 

63. Bookchin, “Comments,” p. 158. 

64. Ibid. 

65. Ibid. 

66. Ibid; emphasis in original. 

67. Though there would, of course, be rare exceptions, as when one “dis¬ 

ports oneself” in extraterritorial waters. 

68. Bookchin, “Comments,” p. 158. 

69. Bookchin often uses “eduction” as a pseudodialectical ploy for at¬ 

tacking his opponents. By means of “eduction,” he uncovers various unsavory 

implications in their ideas that could never be deduced through rigorous argu¬ 

mentation. In his lectures, Bookchin typically pronounces the term “eduction” 

while gesturing as if coaxing something into reality out of thin air. This is a 

striking example of revelatory nonverbal communication. 

70. Adolph G. Gundersen, The Environmental Promise of Democratic 

Deliberation (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1995), p. 4. Gundersen 

cites Mogens Herman Hansen, The Athenian Democracy in the Age of 

Demosthenes, in support of his interpretation. 

71. Bookchin, Rise of Urbanization, p. 39; emphasis added. 

72. Ernest Barker, trans., The Politics of Aristotle (London: Oxford Uni¬ 

versity Press, 1946), pp. 5-6. 
73. Bookchin, Toward an Ecological Society, p. 119. 

74. Bookchin, Rise of Urbanization, p. 259. 

75. One of the most yawning gaps in Bookchin’s politics is the absence of 

any account of how participation in assemblies can effect such far-reaching 

changes in the character of human beings. Instead, we find vague generaliza¬ 

tions, for example, that the assembly is the “social gymnasium” in which the 

self is developed. Yet one will find little philosophical psychology, philosophy 

of culture, and philosophy of education in Bookchin. Indeed, these fields en¬ 

danger his municipalist politics, for the very discussion of the issues they pose 

leads to a consideration of the larger context of social questions that Bookchin 

seeks to answer within the confines of his artificially bracketed “political” 

sphere. 
76. Bookchin considers the kind of questions that I raise here “galling in 

the extreme” (“Comments,” p. 188). But those who have good answers to 

questions seldom respond to them with such anguish. In this case, the ques¬ 

tions remind him of the troubling fact that a social movement will not succeed 

(or even emerge as a significant historical force) merely because a small 

number of proponents espouse some ideal and will vehemently that it be real¬ 

ized. The question of what might lead large numbers of people to share that 

ideal and to desire its attainment seems like a good one. 



188 POLITICS AND MATERIAL CULTURE 

77. Murray Bookchin and Janet Biehl, “A Critique of the Draft Program 

of the Left Green Network,” Green Perspectives, No. 23, 1991, p. 2. My refer¬ 

ences to the “left greens” refer in particular to the Left Green Network, a small 

coalition of ecoanarchists and ecosocialists within the U.S. green movement. 

Bookchin became disillusioned with the left greens when they failed to adopt 

his libertarian municipalism as their official ideology. 

78. Bookchin, “Comments,” p. 174. 

79. Ibid., p. 175; emphasis in original. 

80. Hawkins, the primary object of this attack on the left greens, was for 

years an ally of Bookchin and the latter must be, at least on some level of con¬ 

ceptual thought, aware of the fact that Hawkins’s goal is not to bolster the le¬ 

gitimacy of capitalism and the state. But Hawkins has committed the one un¬ 

pardonable sin: that of embracing the faith and then falling away from it. 

Conceptual thought therefore cedes its place to irrational denunciations. In a 

response common to both leftist sectarianism and religious fundamentalism, 

the charge is defection to the most hated of enemies. Hawkins now does the 

work of the Devil, seeking “to render capitalism and the state more palatable.” 

81. Bookchin does not, however, accept this example. He replies that the 

eight-hour demand was made only because it was part of the pursuit of “the 

goal of insurrection” and “was designed to reinforce what was virtually an 

armed conflict” (“Comments,” p. 175). Even if this were correct, it would not 

support his argument that reformist demands mean capitulation to the status 

quo. However, Bookchin’s explanation is a simplistic, inaccurate reading of his¬ 

tory in support of his attack on the left greens. The goals of the anarchists in 

the eight-hour-day movement were complex. One aim was indeed the radicali- 

zation of the working class. In addition, the achievement of its limited goal as 

a real advance for the workers was also considered important to many. Finally, 

an important motivation was a feeling of solidarity with the workers and their 

struggles, apart from any pragmatic long- or short-term gains. This identifica¬ 

tion transcended the kind of strategic thinking that Bookchin emphasizes. A 

notable exponent of the later two justifications was Emma Goldman, who 

originally followed Johann Most in rejecting the significance of such limited 

demands as working against the radicalization of workers. She attributes her 

change in outlook to the moving words of a elderly worker in the audience at 

one of her lectures. See Living My Life (New York: Dover Books, 1970), Vol. 

1, pp. 51-53. 

82. It is noteworthy that almost all of Bookchin’s allies over the past sev¬ 

eral decades who have become heavily involved in grassroots ecological, peace, 

and social justice movements have discarded narrowly Bookchmist politics, 

and this aspiring anarchist Lenin has been left stranded at the Finland Station 

along with his ideological baggage. 

83. Bookchin, Rise of Urbanization, p. 276. 

84. Bookchin, “Libertarian Municipalism,” p. 4. 

85. It is not always clear why his own endorsement of small businesses is 

legitimate while others who support them as part of a decentralized, localist, 

and regionahst economy are condemned for selling out to capitalism. Presuma¬ 

bly, the difference is that despite his statements in favor of small businesses, he 
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holds the doctrinaire position that all private businesses and indeed every as¬ 

pect of the market must be eliminated, while those he attacks accept the possi¬ 

bility of experimenting with various combinations of community-owned enter¬ 

prises, self-management, and small private enterprises in pursuit of a just and 

democratic economic order. 

86. Bookchm, Rise of Urbanization, p. 275. 

87. Ibid. 

88. Ibid., p. 276. 

89. Social ecological proposals for grassroots democracy would appeal 

more to potential activists (with the exception of some theoretically oriented, 

politicized leftists) if the rhetoric of “libertarian municipalism” were dropped 

entirely and replaced with more populist concepts such as “neighborhood 

power” (in addition to more ecological concepts that will be discussed further). 

While municipalism is a nonconcept for most North Americans and Western 

Europeans, identification with one’s neighborhood is sometimes fairly strong, 

and is capable of being developed much further in a liberatory direction. Simi¬ 

lar localist tendencies exist in Latin America and many other places in which 

the urban neighborhood or the village are strong sources of identity. In fact, 

the idea of the creation of the urban village, incorporated into a larger biore- 

gional vision, would be a social ecological concept that would be both radical 

and traditionalist in many cultural contexts. 

90. Bookchin, Remaking Society, p. 175. 

91. See John Burnheim, Is Democracy PossibleI The Alternative to Elec¬ 

toral Politics (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1985). 

92. Bookchm, “Comments,” p. 183; emphasis in original. 

93. The only references to “councils” in the text attacked by Bookchin 

are in quotations from him or references to these quotations. While I have 

never “called for” councils, as if they were another panacea competing with 

Bookchin’s assemblies, I have supported the expansion of the city council in 

my own city from seven to at least twenty-five members as one element in a 

comprehensive process of expanding local democracy (along with neighbor¬ 

hood assemblies, municipalized utilities, and other similar ideas). As we will 

see later, despite his apparent dislike for the concept, Bookchin himself “calls 

for” a kind of council, though in a form that seems entirely unworkable. 

94. Bookchm, Remaking Society, p. 143. 

95. Ibid., p. 181. 

96. It is not only the size of the modern urban sprawl that brings into ques¬ 

tion Bookchin’s “municipalist” outlook, but the qualitative changes that have 

taken place. Mumford pointed out in The City in History that what has emerged 

“is not in fact a new sort of city, but an anti-city” that “annihilates the city when¬ 

ever it collides with it” (The City in History [New York: Harcourt, Brace & 

World, 1961], p. 505). Bookchm recognizes this change on the level of moralism, 

as an evil to be denounced, but he does not take it seriously as an object of careful 

analysis and a challenge to ideas of practice formed in previous historical epochs. 

Luccarelli, in Lewis Mumford and the Ecological Region (New York: Guilford 

Press, 1995), points out that Mumford’s idea of the “anti-city” prefigured recent 

analyses of a “technurbia” that has emerged out of social transformations in a 
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“post-Fordist” regime that is “driven by telecommunications and computer- 

assisted design,” that produces “forces that tend to disperse and decentralize pro¬ 

duction,” and that results in a “diffused city” (p. 191). Bookchin’s municipalism 

has yet to come to terms with these transformations and their effects on either or¬ 

ganizational possibilities or subjectivity. 

97. Bookchin, Rise of Urbanization, p. 246 

98. Ibid., p. 102. 

99. Barber, Strong Democracy, p. 269. 

100. Bookchin, Remaking Society, p. 175. 

101. It is certainly conceivable that an assembly of some size could func¬ 

tion democratically without succumbing to these threats. Whether or not it 

does so to a significant degree depends in part on whether it confronts them 

openly and effectively, but even more on the nature of the larger culture and 

the way in which the character of the participants is shaped by that culture. 

But once again, the assembly itself can hardly be called upon as the primary 

agent of a paideia that would make noncompetitive, nonmanipulative assem¬ 

blies possible. 

102. Bookchin, Remaking Society, p. 176. 

103. Bookchin, Modern Crisis, p. 91. 

104. Bookchin, Rise of Urbanization, p. 263. 

105. Bookchin, Remaking Society, p. 194. 

106. Bookchin, Modern Crisis, p. 93. 

107. Ibid., p. 92. 

108. Bookchin and Biehl, “Critique of the Draft Program,” p. 3; empha¬ 

sis in original. 

109. Ibid., p. 4. 

110. Ibid. 
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113. Bookchin, Rise of Urbanization, p. 275. 

114. Bookchin, “Comments,” p. 186. Bookchin calls these dismal conse¬ 
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sovereign assembly. 
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117. Murray Bookchin and Dave Foreman, Defending the Earth: A Dia¬ 

logue between Murray Bookchin and Dave Foreman, ed. Steve Chase (Boston: 
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118. Bookchin, Rise of Urbanization, p. 264. 
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Chapter 6 

Bookchin's Ecocommunity 
as Ecotopia 
A Constructive Critique 

ADOLF G. GUNDERSEN 

The city at its best is an ecocommunity. 

—Murray Bookchin, Urbanization without Cities 

Introduction 

No discussion of the politics of scale, perhaps the central institutional 

problematic in environmental political philosophy, would be complete 

without reference to the work of the founder and principal defender of 

social ecology, Murray Bookchin. Bookchin’s work anchors one pole in 

the environmental argument over appropriate political scale. His is the 

most systematic, rigorous, and creative defense now available of the po¬ 

sition that environmental solutions depend upon a thoroughgoing de¬ 

centralization of contemporary society. Bookchin’s views are controver¬ 

sial, but that is hardly a liability. In the end, no environmental political 

philosophy, least of all one that claims to resolve the issue of scale, can 

ignore his challenge. Bookchin s tremendous influence within both the 

European and American green movements provides an additional, prac¬ 

tical impetus to subject his defense of radical decentralization to careful 

scrutiny. This chapters central aim is to do just that, in a skeptical but 

reconstructive spirit. I will not be examining every facet of Bookchin’s 

aigument. Instead, I will limit myself to his case for the ecological bene¬ 
fits of decentralization. 

192 
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Murray Bookchin’s vision of the ecocommunity is the culmination, 

both chronologically and theoretically, of a lifetime of social theorizing. 

One short essay cannot, therefore, do it full justice. That may turn out 

to be a blessing in disguise, however. Social theorists all too often fall 

prey to the temptation to “discuss” or “interpret” what other theorists 

have said without adding very much to our understanding of the issue 

at hand. Bookchin has always been a clear and enlightening exception 

to this tendency. I aim here to follow his example. Although there will 

be moments of exegesis, analysis, and criticism in what follows, I want 

to maintain a constructive focus in order to add something positive to 

the ongoing argument over ecological politics and, particularly, the 

question of appropriate scale. Hence I will keep the preliminaries to a 

minimum. I begin by briefly noting the place of the “ecocommunity” 

within the larger corpus of Bookchin’s work and then go on to summa¬ 

rize its main features and the three central theses on which it is 

founded. But the bulk of my discussion is devoted to reworking these 

theses in light of the internal and external critiques I advance against 

them. In the end, I argue that all three of the theoretical propositions 

that support Bookchin’s ecotopia are not so much wrong as they are 

limited by the oppositional elements that sully his attempt to develop a 

philosophy of “emergence.” 

The Ecocommunity as Culmination and Beginning 

Bookchin’s vision of the ecocommunity is both the culmination of 

Bookchin’s theoretical project and a vision of a new beginning in hu¬ 

man evolution. 

Bookchin’s earliest environmental works introduced the twin 

themes of society as the cause of environmental degradation {OSE, pp. 

222, 225)* and radical decentralization as environmental cure {OSE; 

C/OC, Chapter 10). Twenty years later, Bookchin’s vision of an eco¬ 

logical society or “ecocommunity” was well developed, and its “cen¬ 

trality” heavily emphasized (MC, p. 40). Even if we dispute Bookchin’s 

*For ease of presentation, I have used acronyms when citing Bookchm’s book- 

length works, as follows: Our Synthetic Environment (OSE), Crisis in Our Cities 

(C/OC), Post-Scarcity Anarchism (PSA), The Spanish Anarchists (SA), Urbanization 

without Cities (UWC), The Limits of the City (LOC), The Power to Create! The Power 

to Destroy! (PCPD), The Modern Crisis (MC), The Ecology of Freedom (EOF), Remak¬ 

ing Society (RS), Toward an Ecological Society (TES), The Philosophy of Social Ecology 

(PSE), and Defending the Earth (DE). For full citations, the reader is advised to consult 

the list of references at the end of the chapter. 
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retrospective characterization of his own work “as a meaningful and 

logical sequence” (TES, p. 28), the ecocommunity certainly does repre¬ 

sent the logical completion of Bookchin’s philosophy as a whole. That 

philosophy, which Bookchin dubbed “social ecology,” has two compo¬ 

nents: an “anthropology of hierarchy and domination” and a vision of 

“ecological society” {EOF, passim; see also EOF, p. xiv; RS, pp. 31, 

155). In terms of Bookchin’s thought as a whole, then, the ecocommu¬ 

nity completes Bookchin’s social and ecological analysis by providing it 

with a final cause, a destination or goal. But for Bookchin, this destina¬ 

tion, because it represents a new realm of freedom, volition, and self- 

consciousness, is itself fundamentally open-ended, “the point of depar¬ 

ture for a new beginning ... a new eco-social history marked by a par¬ 

ticipatory evolution within society and between society and the natural 

world” (EOF, p. 36; 1990a, p. 6; see also EOC, pp. 272, 279). 

The Components of the Ecocommunity 

In a telling aside, Bookchin notifies us that “’coherence’ is my favorite 

word; it resolutely guides everything I write and say” (EOF, p. 14). Per¬ 

haps this is an overstatement, but in the present instance we need only 

remember that for Bookchin the ecocommunity is distinctive not only 

in its dedication to “libertarian municipalism” or “politics in Hellenic 

sense of wide public participation in the management of the municipal¬ 

ity (LOC, p. 10), but also in its ethics, technics, and very mode of 

thought. 

We should never lose sight of the fact that the project of human liberation 

has now become an ecological project, just as, conversely, the project of 

defending the Earth has also become a social project. Social ecology as a 

form of eco-anarchism weaves these two projects together, first by means 

of an organic way of thinking that I call dialectical naturalism', second, by 

means of a mutualistic social and ecological ethics that I call the ethics of 

complementarity, third, by means of a new technics that I call eco- 

technology; and last, by means of new forms of human association that I 

call eco-communities ... A coherent ecological philosophy must address 

all of these questions (DE, pp. 131-132). 

Likewise, ecological practice must weave these various elements into a 

coherent whole if they are to produce the “rational ecological society”: 

Decentralization, localism, self-sufficiency, and even confederation—each 

taken singly do not constitute a guarantee that we will achieve a ra¬ 

tional ecological society. In fact, all of them have at one time or another 

supported parochial communities, oligarchies, and even despotic regimes. 
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To be sure, without the institutional structures that cluster around our use 

of these terms and without taking them in combination with each other, 

we cannot hope to achieve a free ecologically oriented society. Decentral¬ 

ism and self-sustainability must involve a much broader principle of social 

organization than mere localism. Together with decentralization, approxi¬ 

mations to self-sufficiency, humanly scaled communities, ecotechnologies, 

and the like, there is a compelling need for democratic and truly commu¬ 

nitarian forms of interdependence—in short, for libertarian forms of con- 

federalism. (1990a, p. 4; see also UWC, pp. 296, 267) 

The ecocommunity, then, is relatively self-sufficient, scaled to both hu¬ 

man and ecological dimensions, organic in its thinking, complementary 

in its ethics, and thoroughly participatory and confederal in both its 

politics and economics. 

The Ecological Argument for Bookchin's Ecocommunities: 
Three Theses 

Bookchin’s case for the ecological value of decentralization rests on 

three distinct but related theses. The first holds that municipal scale is 

ecologically efficient, the second that municipal scale is ecologically 

educative, and the third that utopianism is necessary to ecological ra¬ 

tionality. Each of these theses rests, in turn, on two separate claims. Ac¬ 

cording to the first thesis, “small is ecologically beautiful” because it si¬ 

multaneously lessens human impacts on the environment and improves 

our ability to monitor them. The second thesis, that “small is ecologi¬ 

cally educative,” rests on Bookchin’s claim that interaction—both be¬ 

tween citizens and with the natural world—promotes ecological re¬ 

spect. The third thesis, that nothing short of a radically utopian version 

of decentralism is ecologically adequate, hinges on what Bookchin sees 

as the motivational and practical need for an ecological utopia. 

Thesis 1: Municipal Scale Is Ecologically Efficient 

Long before he coined the term “ecocommunity,” Bookchin was a de¬ 

votee of decentralization. Already in his first book, Bookchin wrote 

that “the human scale is also the natural scale” (OSE, p. 239), a notion 

he fleshed out some years later by equating “human scale” with “the 

smallest ecosystem capable of supporting a population of moderate 

size” (PSA, p. 102). Bookchin supports this contention by arguing, 

first, that decentralized communities put less of a strain on the environ¬ 

ment and, second, that decentralization also enhances our capacity to 

monitor the environment. As he puts it, “In the long run, the attempt 
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to approximate self-sufficiency would, I think, prove more efficient 

than the exaggerated national division of labor that prevails today” 

(PSA, p. 102). Relatively self-sufficient communities are far superior to 

mass urban conglomerations embedded in a global division of labor, 

Bookchin argues, at 

• promoting biological diversity (OSE, p. 242); 

• fitting productive activities to local resources (OSE, pp. 211, 

242; PSA, p. 96; TES, p. 92; RS, p. 186); 

• alleviating concentrations of pollutants (TES, p. 69; RS, p. 186); 

• eliminating unproductive administrative and bureaucratic activ¬ 

ity (OSE, p. 243; DE, p. 80); and 

• cutting energy use (PSA, p. 97; TES, pp. 91-92). 

In short, 

A massive national and international division of labor is extremely waste¬ 

ful in the literal sense of that term. Not only does an excessive division of 

labor make for overorganization in the form of huge bureaucracies and 

tremendous expenditures of resources in transporting materials over great 

distances; it reduces the possibilities of effectively recycling wastes, avoid¬ 

ing pollution that may have its source in highly concentrated industrial 

and population centers, and making the sound use of local or regional 

raw materials. (1990a, p. 2; see also CIOC, p. 194; PSA, pp. 131-132 
158) 

An impressive set of claims, to be sure. But Bookchin also goes on 

to argue that decentralization promotes ecological efficiency in another 

way, namely by enhancing our abilities to monitor our (presumably re¬ 

duced) environmental impacts. Bookchin suggests that the alternate 

technologies that decentralized locales would employ would “restore 

humanity’s contact with soil, plant and animal life, sun and wind [thus] 

fostering a new sensibility toward the biosphere” (TES, p. 27; see also 

TES, pp. 31-32; EOF, p. 277), and that “the familiarity of each group 

with its local environment and its ecological roots would make for a 

more intelligent and loving use of its environment” (PSA, p. 102; see 

also PSA, p. 94; DE, p. 80). The terms “sensibility” and “intelligent” 

are important here; Bookchin distinguishes them clearly from “respect” 

and “love,” thereby suggesting that something more than a moral or 

ethical dispensation will be encouraged by the new ecocommumty. 

Which is not to say that social ecology discounts the ethical impact of 

decentralization. Very much to the contrary, we are about to see that 

while ecocitizens will gain a new “sensibility” for their natural sur- 
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roundings, Bookchin places even greater hope in their capacity for ethi¬ 

cal learning. 

Thesis 2: Municipal Scale Is Ecologically Educative 

If Bookchin expects decentralization to encourage ecological sensibility 

and intelligence, he is positively convinced that decentralization will 

teach us ecological respect. On Bookchin’s view, this will happen in two 

ways: through intensified interactions with nature and through height¬ 

ened participation in the common life of the municipality. Not only do 

both of these educational claims surface repeatedly in Bookchin’s writ¬ 

ing, they are underlined over and over again by the priority Bookchin 

attributes to education more generally, whether as a revolutionary proj¬ 

ect (PSA, p. 41; RS, p. 197) or as “indispensable” to participatory de¬ 

mocracy (1990a, p. 5). 

Bookchin’s claim that the proximity to nature that decentralization 

allows is ecologically educative is sometimes stated in tentative terms, 

as when in the mid-1960s he argued that “the relatively self-sufficient 

community, visibly dependent on its environment for its means of life, 

would likely gain a new respect for the organic interrelationships that 

sustain it” (PSA, p. 102; emphasis added). Perhaps as often, however, 

Bookchin is rather more categorical, at least in his choice of language: 

“Nature, and the organic modes of thought it always fosters, will be¬ 

come an integral part of human culture” (PSA, p. 141; emphasis 

added). And, by the mid-1980s, we find him arguing that, in the decen¬ 

tralized ecocommunity, 

nature will become an integral part of all aspects of the human experi¬ 

ence, from work to play. Only in this way can the needs of the natural 

world become integrated with those of the social [world] to yield an 

authentic ecological consciousness that transcends the instrumentalist 

‘environmental’ mentality of the sanitary engineer. (TES, p. 168; emphasis 

added) 

Throughout his writings, however, the reasoning behind the claim re¬ 

mains the same: ecotechnologies and close proximity to the land re¬ 

mind us of our place in nature and thereby engender respect for it. 

Hands-on or immediate interaction with nature, in other words, 

teaches us ecological respect (OSE, pp. 63, 240; MC, p. 96; PSA, pp. 

102, 151; RS, p. 92; UWC, p. x; 1990a, p. 2). 

Decentralization also teaches respect for nature in a second way. 

On Bookchin’s view, participatory politics engenders a participatory 

natural ethic. The end of human hierarchy will spell the end of hierar- 
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chical ways of interacting with nature; as human domination of human 

gives way to participatory modes of human sociation, human domina¬ 

tion of nature will give way to participatory modes of interacting with 

nature (EOF, Chapter 12; MC, p. 71; PCPD, p. 4). 

Thesis 3: Utopianism Is an Ecological Necessity 

The third thesis that contributes to Bookchin’s case for radical decen¬ 

tralization is at once obvious and rather counterintuitive. Bookchin has 

never made any bones about being a utopian; he invites the label and 

wears it proudly. Far from apologizing for the utopian character of his 

social ecology in general or of the decentralized ecocommunity in par¬ 

ticular, he advances a two-pronged argument to the effect that utopian¬ 

ism is not only respectable, but also positively necessary to achieve the 

rational ecological society. 

Bookchin’s argument for the ecological necessity of utopianism be¬ 

gins by asserting that only utopian thinking can free us from instru¬ 

mental thinking and help us recover a vision of a more rational future. 

Utopianism frees us from “captivity to the contemporary” (PSA, p. 11) 

and is “crucial to stir the imagination into creating radically new alter¬ 

natives to every aspect of daily life” (EOF, p. 334). Thus utopianism 

helps counteract disempowerment, for Bookchin “the gravest single ill¬ 

ness of our time” (MC, p. 123; see also MC, pp. 4, 34; RS, p NO¬ 
OSE, p. 219, 220). 

Utopianism is also ecologically necessary, on Bookchin’s view, be¬ 

cause of the very urgency of the ecological problems we face: “For us 

there are the alternatives only of utopia or social extinction” (PSA, p. 

24). Over and over again, Bookchin insists that nothing less than radi¬ 

cal, indeed revolutionary, change can prevent ecocatastrophe: 

We are reaching a point of almost cosmic finality in our affairs on this 

planet; that the recovery of an authentic politics and citizenship is not 

only a precondition for a free society. It is also a precondition for our sur¬ 

vival as a species. . . . Either we will turn to seemingly “utopian” solu¬ 

tions ... or we face the very real subversion of the material and natural 

basis for human life on the planet. (UWC, p. 288; RS, p. 185; see also 

UWC, p. xx; LOC, p. 25; PSA, p. 91; 1991b, p. 4; DE, pp. 78-79) 

Reform, on the other hand, whether liberal or socialist, is doomed to 

ailure. Reform efforts simply “lull people into a fase sense of security” 

(DE, p. 77) and act as a “safety valve for the established order” (DE, 

p. 76; see also RS, p. 94), a system which “is stacked against you” 

(DE, p. 78; see also OSE, p. lxix; CIOS, Chapter 10; 1986a, p. 2). 
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The Three Theses Critiqued 

In my view, all three of the above theses are flawed. They all suffer 

from important internal inconsistencies. They are thus susceptible to 

what I will be calling an “internal” critique. Nor is that all. Each of 

Bookchin’s principal theses can be challenged more directly. As we are 

about to see, this “external” critique is perhaps even more telling. In 

the end, however, these two critiques fail to add up to a refutation. In¬ 

stead, they suggest that Bookchin’s vision of the ecocommunity is 

rather more limited than he would have us believe. 

Decentralization and Efficiency 

Bookchin’s argument that decentralized communities are more ecologi¬ 

cally efficient is doubly problematic. To start with, nowhere does Book- 

chin ground his concern for ecological efficiency; it tends to float free 

from his dialectical metaphysics and his ethic of “complementarity.” 

Meanwhile, there are compelling reasons to doubt whether ecological 

efficiency can be promoted through decentralization alone. 

My internal critique of Bookchin’s efficiency thesis comes to this: 

efficiency, however defined (and however important we think it to be), 

cannot be readily integrated with Bookchin’s principle ecological norm, 

which is to “foster evolution” (PSE, p. 44). I do not have the luxury 

here of demonstrating this claim conclusively. Doing so would require a 

lengthy digression on Bookchin’s dialectical naturalism, the source of 

his ethical view. But the contradiction between that ethical vision of a 

“free nature” and Bookchin’s repeated emphasis on reducing human 

demands on the ecosystem, or “ecological efficiency,” is plain enough. 

True, that concern is consistent with the notion of ecological “limits,” 

which Bookchin occasionally acknowledges in a passing way (1991a, 

pp. 4, 6). But Bookchin’s call for efficiency, his interest in reducing hu¬ 

man demands on the natural world, hardly follows from his repeated 

ethical injunction that our primary ecological responsibility is to ad¬ 

vance the evolutionary process, “to render nature more fecund, varied, 

whole, and integrated” (EOF, p. 342; see also EOF, pp. xxxii, 277; RS, 

p. 203). While one can certainly imagine circumstances in which effi¬ 

ciency may help us promote natural complexity (such as opting for lo¬ 

cally generated solar energy rather than drilling for oil in wilderness ar¬ 

eas), Bookchin gives us no reason to believe that “efficiency” will 

always promote “free nature”—or what to do when the two aims con¬ 

flict. In the end, then, Bookchin fails to reconcile his ethical commit¬ 

ments to efficiency and to free nature. Whether or not it is true that 

this failing is rooted in a deeper tenson in Bookchin’s view of nature it- 
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self (limiting on the one hand, fecund on the other), a certain ethical 

tension remains at the heart of his vision of a decentralized ecocommu- 

nity. 

Even if we ignore this underlying problem, Bookchin’s case for the 

ecological value of decentralization is far from compelling. That is, 

even if we confine our view to the less lofty value of “efficiency,” there 

are plenty of reasons to question the ecological efficacy of radical de¬ 

centralization. I do not doubt that significant gains would follow from 

ecological decentralization in some realms, such as agriculture and en¬ 

ergy (Commoner 1976; Lovins 1977, Paehlke 1989, p. 81; Baldwin 

1985, p. 120; Daly & Cobb 1990). Still, neither efficient monitoring 

nor efficient use of the environment are likely to occur in a thoroughly 

decentralized world. 

In arguing for radical decentralization, Bookchin seems to forget 

one of the primary tenets of his own ecological philosophy, namely, 

that nature consists of relationships, not localized points on a map. Al¬ 

ready in the mid-1960s, Bookchin had written that “the earth’s atmos¬ 

phere does not respect existing political divisions, subdivisions, and le¬ 

gal niceties” (C/OC, p. 181). But he seems to have forgotten that, for 

those interested in monitoring the natural world, the essential implica¬ 

tion of such a view is anything but decentralist (TES, p. 104). From an 

ecological standpoint, the local environment really extends beyond the 

confines of what “can be taken in at one view,” to use Aristotle’s 

phrase. In fact, the locality’s natural surroundings extend into the re¬ 

gion, continent, and globe (Botkin, 1990). It may be true that residents 

of the locality can monitor their own local environment best and most 

closely. But to monitor (much less influence) those aspects of the envi¬ 

ronment that are extralocal (e.g., climate, hydrological cycles, wildlife 

movements), they must be in some human or political contact with that 

same extralocal environment. 

There are problems, too, with Bookchin’s claim that decentraliza¬ 

tion would also promote the efficient use of nature. There is good rea¬ 

son to believe that Bookchin is right about the potentially positive eco¬ 

logical dyanamics of local governance. Local governance may well be 

our first line of defense against the “tragedy of the commons” (Baldwin 

1985, p. 279; Alexander 1990, p. 164). The problem is that localities 

by themselves cannot prevent the recurrence of the tragedy between one 

another, as the NIMBY phenomenon so amply illustrates (Brion 1991; 

Piller 1991; see also Dahl 1989, PP. 23, 229-230, 302, 303, 318-319’ 

322; Sandbach 1980, p. 192; Paehlke 1989, pp. 245-250). To his great 

credit, Bookchin is not only aware of the problem of local “parochial¬ 

ism” and the related problem of maintaining the integrity of the local¬ 

ity (RS, pp. 64, 78, 79; SA, p. 41; LOC, p. 183; EOF, p. 252; UWC, 
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pp. 47-72, 89, 113, 175-176, 185, 293-294; DE, p. 62; 1986a, p. 3; 

see also 1990a, p. 1), but has devoted much of his most recent writing 

to an attempt to formulate a coherent response. Yet his solution—con- 

federalism—ultimately fails. 

Confederalism, “a network of administrative councils whose mem¬ 

bers or delegates are elected from popular face-to-face democratic as¬ 

semblies” (1990a, p. 4), is designed precisely to counteract racial, cul¬ 

tural, and traditional sources of parchociahsm (UWC, p. xix; see also 

UWC, Chapter 6, Appendix; EOF, p. lv; 1990a, p. 5; 1991b, p. 3). 

Bookchin’s optimism about confederalism’s potential is partly based on 

his reading of history. On his view, 

The problem of dealing with foreign intervention; the incorporation of 

sizable towns and the expansion of older ones into cities; the disparities in 

status, wealth, and power that developed, not to speak of local parochial¬ 

ism at one extreme and cosmopolitan “modernity” at the other, were 

never fully resolved. But they were held in remarkable balance for most of 

the Free State’s history. {UWC, p. 230) 

At the same time, Bookchin readily admits that confederalism rests on 

his belief in our capacity for moral regeneration, a belief rooted ulti¬ 

mately in his faith that “a basic sense of decency, sympathy and mutual 

aid lies at the core of human behavior” (PSA, p. 160). “There are no 

guaranteed solutions,” he writes, “apart from the guiding role of con¬ 

sciousness and ethics in human affairs” (1986a, p. 3). When push 

comes to shove, then, confederations will triumph over parochialism 

because, quite simply, “free men will not be greedy” (PSA, p. 161). If 

this sounds uncharacteristic of Bookchin’s more mature writing, con¬ 

sider this straightforward admission, made in a piece devoted entirely 

to the subject: “In a society that was radically veering toward decen- 

tralistic, participatory democracy, guided by communitarian and eco¬ 

logical principles, it is only reasonable to suppose that people would 

not choose such an irresponsible social dispensation as would allow the 

waters of the Hudson to be so polluted [by upstream communities]” 

(1990a, p. 2; emphasis added). Or again: “Libertarian municipalism 

. . . presupposes a genuinely democratic desire by people to arrest the 

growing powers of the nation-state and reclaim them for their commu¬ 

nity and their region” (1991b, p. 2; emphasis added). Notice just what 

is being admitted here: libertarian municipalities, united in confederal 

networks, are assumed to have the very moral outlook that Bookchin 

believes can only arise out of participatory sociation. In other words, 

Bookchin here puts the ethical cart before the political horse. In the 

end, Bookchin himself seems to sense the problem: 
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No one who participates in a struggle for social restructuring emerges 

from that struggle with the prejudices, habits, and sensibilities with which 

he or she entered it. Hopefully, then, such prejudices—like parochial¬ 

ism—will increasingly be replaced by a generous sense of cooperation and 

a caring sense of interdependence. (1991b, p. 3) 

By this point, Bookchin’s argument has largely collapsed. Hope is all 

that remains. 

What is more, Bookchin’s hope for moral regeneration is exceed¬ 

ingly fragile. If the doomsayers are right—and Bookchin has always at 

least partly endorsed their views—ecological devastation will bring 

with it struggle and competition: fallow ground, indeed, to cultivate in- 

tercommunal generosity, cooperation, and care. Worse still, because 

Bookchin fails to convince us that the decentralized community will be 

educative to the degree he claims, the future of confederalism seems 

largely moot. 

Decentralization and Education 

Bookchin’s case for the educative impact of decentralization encounters 

much the same difficulties that beset his argument for the ecological ef¬ 

ficiency of decentralization. It suffers from a similar internal tension, on 

the one hand, and from a similar tendency to beg certain important 

questions, on the other. 

If anything, the internal tension that afflicts Bookchin’s case for the 

educative impact of decentralization is far more problematic than the 

parallel tension between an ethic of efficiency and an ethic of fostering 

evolution. Indeed, it goes to the very heart of social ecology’s primary 

emphasis on the social determinants of ecological consciousness. Put 

quite simply, Bookchin’s emphasis on the educative value of the prox¬ 

imity to biological nature afforded by decentralization stands in flat 

contradiction to the claim that humans’ view of nature reflects their 

view of each other—a proposition that is perhaps the defining thesis of 

his entire outlook. According to Bookchin the anthropologist, humans 

learn how to treat nature by learning about how to treat each other. 

According to Bookchin the utopian visionary, however, a new ecologi¬ 

cal outlook will follow, as we saw above, from the renewed proximity 

to nature afforded by the ecocommunity and its ecotechnologies. 

Although the formula has varied, Bookchin has consistently argued 

that society is the source of our ecological ethic. He has argued variously 

that our ecological ethic “derives from” (POSE, p. 112), “stems from” 

/ntr ^ P‘ 1)’ rests within (RS, p. 60), is “a projection of” 
(DE, p. 57), or “emerges directly from” (PSA, p. 85; TES, p. 95) social re- 
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lations—and that social relations “gave rise to” (RS, p. 44), “extended 

into” (RS, p. 60), or “carried over conceptually into humanity’s relation¬ 

ship with nature” (TES, p. 40; see also DE, p. 129). Lest there be any 

doubt on this score, Bookchin has repeatedly underscored the priority of 

society as a source of ethics, both human and ecological. To choose but 

one representative example, Bookchin has argued that “a human nature 

does exist, but it seems to consist of proclivities and potentialities that be¬ 

come increasingly defined by the instillation of social needs” (EOF, p. 

114; see also TES, pp. 48, 66, 81-82; UWC, Chapter 4; UWC, p. 292). 

Whatever the merits of this view, it can hardly be made consistent with 

the view that changing our relationship with nature, through decentrali¬ 

zation (or anything else, for that matter) will have an independent effect 

on our perception of nature. Either we learn to love and respect nature 

through interacting with nature, or we do so through social interaction. 

Bookchin the social visionary sees it at least partly the first way; Bookchin 

the anthropologist sees it almost exclusively the second way. 

Bookchin may waver between his analytical commitment to the 

educative priority of society over nature and his prescriptive commit¬ 

ment to the educative value of nature, but the more significant flaws in 

his belief in the educative value of decentralization lie elsewhere. To be¬ 

gin with, he grossly overestimates the transformative power of partici¬ 

patory politics. Although in his historical analyses he is generally quite 

sensitive to the degree to which fundamental ethical and cultural agree¬ 

ment underwrote participatory politics in the past (UWC, Chapter 4), 

he seems oblivious to the way in which such understandings will limit 

future participatory experiments. Political participation in ancient Ath¬ 

ens flourished because Athenians believed in it; political participation 

did not create that belief. The same can be said about ecological values: 

participation will produce ecologically beneficent outcomes only if 

those who participate enter into political life with ecologically benefi¬ 

cent values. 

Bookchin would have us believe that “as citizens, [individuals] 

would function in [municipal] assemblies at their highest level—their 

human level—rather than as socially ghettoized beings. They would ex¬ 

press their general human interests, not their particular status interests” 

(RS, p. 194). And, of course, such interests would include the broadest 

view of their ecological “interests.” But Bookchin gives us precious lit¬ 

tle reason to believe that this would actually occur. What is it about 

participation in local politics that expands our view of the natural 

world? More pointedly, what is it about local participation that ex¬ 

pands our view beyond the locality? Bookchin never tells us. More 

damaging still, there are good reasons to suspect that any answer 

would be less than convincing. Face-to-face democracy need not pro- 
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duce harmony and equality; in fact, it very often produces precisely the 

reverse (Mansbridge 1983; see also Dahl 1989, pp. 20-21; Ophuls 

1977, p. 228). As a result, Bookchin’s social theory of ecological educa¬ 

tion amounts to little more than a fervently held faith in participation. 

The Problems with Utopia 

Bookchin’s utopianism is certainly attractive, even inspiring. Unfortu¬ 

nately, upon closer inspection, the very purity that lends it its initial al¬ 

lure begins to look more formal than theoretical. 

I do not mean to challenge Bookchin’s claim that radical change 

represents the only answer to the ecological crisis of our time, though 

that claim can certainly be challenged. (Just what, after all, constitutes 

a “crisis”?) What I do find implausible, even preposterous, is 

Bookchin’s definition of “radical change.” As we have already seen, on 

Bookchin’s view only utopian ecocommunities will do—a world of eco- 

communities coordinated by confederal bodies. Nor is that all. Book- 

chin admits and even insists that this can only happen through the 

spontaneous and simultaneous action of communities everywhere: “We 

cannot hope to realize this vision in only one neighborhood, town, or 

city. Ours needs to be a confederal society based on the coordination of 

all municipalities” (DE, p. 84). Bookchin has even gone so far as to 

suggest that “after the revolution the planet would be dealt with as a 

whole” {PSA, p. 261; see also RS, p. 184; TES, p. 256). That such a 

widespread revolution, with all the profound changes it would entail, is 

a faint hope hardly seems worth emphasizing, especially given the tre¬ 

mendous number and complexity of the new intercommunal relation¬ 

ships that it presupposes. Small wonder, then, that despite Bookchin’s 

efforts to plumb history for evidence of communal uprisings, he can 

find no parallel for such a society-wide popular uprising. 

Bookchin’s claim that a utopian vision is necessary to raise people 

out of their stupor and motivate real change on behalf of the environ¬ 

ment is likewise questionable. 

True, his critique of instrumentalism is compelling. But utopianism 

is not the only alternative. The ethical gap left by society’s fixation on 

instrumental reason requires not utopian thinking, but purposive rea¬ 

son. Ideals, by definition, are “utopian,” in the sense that they picture a 

world not yet real. And Bookchin occasionally seems to define reason 

in just this way, as in these lines from Post-Scarcity Anarchism: “Specu¬ 

lative philosophy is by definition a claim by reason to extend itself be¬ 

yond the given state of affairs” (p. 157). From the standpoint of moral 

psychology, utopianism has nothing over more garden-variety ideals or 

visions. On the contrary, ideals that are too lofty tend to lose their 
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power to motivate and thus become divorced from the very practice 

they are meant to inform and guide. 

A related problem with Bookchin’s emphasis on utopian thinking 

is that it depends quite directly on a prior belief in the power of ethics, 

ideals, and consciousness. The problem is not that Bookchin does not 

present us with reasons to endorse such a belief in consciousness. In¬ 

deed, he takes great pains to distance himself from Marx on this score 

(UWC, pp. 187, 268; TES, p. 261), and insists that “conscious¬ 

ness—not pat formulas—[will] ultimately determine whether humanity 

will achieve a rich sense of collectiveity without sacrificing a rich sense 

of individuality” (UWC, p. 254; see also EOF, p. 8). Rather, the prob¬ 

lem is that Bookchin, like Marx before him, remains wed to the view 

that society rather than consciousness or reason creates values. That is, 

after all, what is “social” about social ecology. Bookchin cannot have it 

both ways: either visions create society, or society creates visions. 

The Rational Ecological Society: From Oppositional Utopia 
to Emergent Ideal 

In this final section I will not argue for an alternative ecological vision. 

Instead, I want to suggest how the commited social ecologist might 

meet the critiques I have just advanced. In a reconstructive spirit, I ar¬ 

gue that the various problems I have identified in the preceding section 

can be addressed with least damage to Bookchin’s overall ecological vi¬ 

sion by a more consistent and systematic elucidation and application of 

his metaphysic of emergence. Bookchin needs, in short, to take more 

seriously his own dictum that “All phenomena are emergent” (POSE, 

p. 109). I leave to the reader the question of the ultimate success of the 

reconstruction that follows. 

Emergence and Ecological Efficiency 

Recall that the primary problems with Bookchin’s efficiency thesis were 

that it rested on shaky ethical ground, both theoretically and politically, 

and that it ignored both limitations on localities’ abilities to monitor 

ecological change and their tendency to inflict ecological havoc on their 

neighbors. As we are about to see, answers to all of these problems fol¬ 

low quite readily once we adopt an emergent view of political develop¬ 

ment—a view that I believe to be truer to Bookchin’s own dialectical 

naturalism than the one that often informs his more explicitly political 

writing. 

To begin with, an emergent perspective allows us to view the ten- 
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sion I detect between “efficiency” and what Bookchin calls “free na¬ 

ture” as a historical phenomenon, not an ethical one. For all of his 

stress on the openness of history, Bookchin in the end hypostatizes his 

“ecocommunities”: they end up appearing fixed, in their practices and 

in their beliefs. If, on the other hand, history—including the history of 

human reason and subjectivity—is indeed an emergent process, the way 

is open to arguing that a participatory orientation to “free nature” will 

grow out of a concern for efficiency. To use Bookchin’s favorite phrase, 

efficiency can “grade into” a more differentiated and holistic concern 

with fostering evolution. In precisely the same way, a more consistently 

emergent view of political development avoids the chicken-and-egg 

problem that besets all visionary political theories. If institutions and 

political beliefs evolve together in mutual interaction, as Bookchin at 

least occasionally allows (EOF, p. 8), there is no need to assume that 

citizens arrive fully formed in the ecocommunity of the future. Their 

values, again, can be seen to emerge from the very process of develop¬ 

ment. 

A dialectic of emergence, rather than of opposition, also helps ad¬ 

dress the difficulties of translocal monitoring and restraint. If localism 

is seen to emerge historically and politically out of a top-down, hierar¬ 

chical organization of society rather than springing full-formed in op¬ 

position to it, vestiges of hierarchy will logically remain. As heinous as 

hierarchy may be, viewing its abolition as a graduated phasing into a 

thorougly egalitarian society suggests that dealing with intercommunal 

problems of ecological abuse and monitoring will still be able to draw 

on the tainted instruments of hierarchy—arguably long enough to al¬ 

low their self-transcendence by the emergent politics of community and 

its attendant changes in ethics, values, and consciousness. 

Emergence and Ecological Education 

I argued above that Bookchin’s theory of learning, as it now stands, is 

flawed in three ways: it fails to acknowledge the need for foundational 

agreement among citizens, it fails to explain how citizens learn through 

participation, and it fails to reconcile participatory political learning in 

the assembly with participatory experiential learning in nature. Here, 

too, emergence offers a way out or, rather, parallel ways out. 

That the concept of emergence can reconcile experiential and po¬ 

litical learning is perhaps easiest to see. Bookchin, after all, has done a 

careful job of showing how humanity emerged from biological nature 

into social or “second” nature. What is remarkable about his account, 

most fully developed in The Ecology of Freedom, is his insistence on 

humanity s simultaneous differentiation and continuity with the bio- 
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logical realm of (“first”) nature. Assuming for the moment that this ac¬ 

count is persuasive, it follows rather directly that human learning will 

be both biological and social. As beings emergent from nature, we learn 

in an emergent fashion. Seen in this way, Bookchin can not only claim 

that closeness to nature is an aid to learning and that society contrib¬ 

utes importantly to learning, but that these two processes are inextrica¬ 

bly linked: “experiential” learning phases into “political” learning. 

In a similar way, the notion of emergence offers at least a general 

answer to the complaint that Bookchin lacks a processual theory of so¬ 

cial learning. To say that ethics are formed by society implies that they 

can be reformed in a new society. Still, Bookchin leaves us wondering 

just bow this is to occur. True, he repeatedly invokes “discourse,” “par¬ 

ticipation,” “dialogue,” and the like (UWC, pp. 58, 250, 258; LOC, 

pp. 49, 121; RS, p. 144; EOF, pp. 131-132; TES, pp. 103-104, 

190)—but never specifies just what these processes involve. Still, there 

are at least the beginnings of a theory of political discourse in 

Bookchin’s writings. Again, they are to be found in his ontology of 

emergence. Consistent with that ontology, Bookchin quite clearly states 

that consciousness is endowed with “an emergent dialectic” (TES, p. 

267; emphasis in original). At the very minimum, this suggests that po¬ 

litical dialogue involves an organic process of differentiation and 

growth, a process that results in a more encompassing whole. If each of 

these terms were carefully articulated and their interrelationships ex¬ 

plored, the result would be a discursive theory that would do much to 

ground Bookchin’s ultimate faith in the transformative power of par¬ 

ticipatory politics. (Whether it could ultimately sustain such a commu¬ 

nal politics, either practically or theoretically, is, of course, another 

matter.) 

Emergence and Utopia 

I argued above that the motivational power of Bookchin’s utopianism 

was undermined by his insistence on the social origins of ecological eth¬ 

ics. I also tried to show that Bookchin’s framing of the ecological crisis 

as an either/or choice between ecological catastrophe and a spontane¬ 

ous, worldwide libertarian revolution was wildly overdrawn. For these 

and other reasons, I concluded that Bookchin’s hyperbole ends up put¬ 

ting his vision beyond the reach of the very people it is meant to in¬ 

spire. Can a more careful articulation of emergence overcome these 

problems? I think so—though I hasten to add that I am under no illu¬ 

sion that Bookchin himself would be willing to soften or blur his utopi¬ 

anism, his occasional aside to the contrary notwithstanding (TES, p. 

281). 
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The more coherent and well-articulated theory of the emergent na¬ 

ture of human consciousness that I argued for above on other grounds 

would also render Bookchin’s radical idealism more coherent. Con¬ 

sciousness, seen as a culmination of a history of increasing subjectivity, 

does not lose its roots in nature or society. Yet it is still free, free to 

point toward a future—and to call us toward it. 

Utopianism might give way to a more emergent vision of the fu¬ 

ture in a variety of different ways. But the one that seems most consis¬ 

tent with Bookchin’s own philosophy of history, and with his stress on 

the motivational importance of radical thought, would be to stress the 

emergent ideals embedded in our own history and how they might 

work themselves out in the future rather than casting the future as a ti¬ 

tanic dialectic between good and evil, totalitarianism and freedom, ca¬ 

tastrophe and redemption. People need ideals. On that, Bookchin and I 

are in firm agreement. But people also pursue ideals from somewhere. 

The ideal does not mean much if it cannot be connected clearly with 

the real. And since, for Bookchin, “the real” is literally history itself, 

the most consistent and compelling argument he can make about the 

shape of the future should be rooted very firmly there—should be 

“educted” from history rather than aufgehoben by a cataclysmic form 

of speculation. 

Conclusion 

I want to close not with a ringing conclusion but with a careful caveat. 

I believe Bookchin’s utopian vision can be improved in various ways. 

But I am far from convinced that even a more coherent and well- 

articulated version of social ecology will be compelling—theoretically 

or politically. Indeed, I would argue on both theoretical and empirical 

grounds that a broadly Aristotelian approach is preferable to the ideal¬ 

ism of both participatory democrats like Bookchin and devotees of free 

markets like Milton Friedman and Friedrich Hayek. Aristotle believed 

that ideals were rarely best served by idealistic prescriptions, that some 

measure of compromise with reality was usually necessary if we were to 

transcend it (Gundersen, 1995, Chapter 2). Whereas compromise of 

any sort is anathema to Bookchin, to Aristotle it was the tragic price 

the idealist must pay. I would also challenge Bookchin’s participatory 

view of political discourse: in my view, a dyadic model of political de¬ 

liberation is far more robust (Gundersen, forthcoming). 

Still, all such quarrels aside, there is still a great deal we can learn 

from Bookchin; some of us may even be inspired by him. In any case, it 

is far too soon to close the book on social ecology, especially if we can 



209 Bookchin's Ecocommunity as Ecotopia 

get beyond the strident oppositional thinking that sometimes mars its 

bests insights and work at developing the ethical and political implica¬ 

tions of “emergence.” If we do, we may yet contribute to Bookchin’s 

dream of “an unceasing but gentle transcendence” (TES, p. 274). 
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Chapter 7 

Social Ecology and the 
Problem of Technology 

DAVID WATSON 

Technology, Neutral or Otherwise 

Murray Bookchin is certainly correct in stressing the need for “a clearer 

image of what is meant by ‘technics’ ” (1982, p. 223).1 Unfortunately, 

Bookchin’s own confusion about technics is palpable. “The industrial 

machine seems to have taken off without the driver,” he writes in The 

Ecology of Freedom, but “the driver is still there.” Sixty pages later we 

read: “A look at technics alone reveals that the car is racing at an in¬ 

creasing pace, with nobody in the driver’s seat” (1982, pp. 239, 302). 

The problem of human agency is indeed thorny. In distinct ways a 

“driver” can be said to be and not be present. But Bookchin only stays 

on the surface of such an inquiry; confusion and contradiction plague 

his work. 
In another passage he writes, for example, “Marx was entirely cor¬ 

rect to emphasize that the revolution required by our time must draw its 

poetry not from the past but from the future” (1982, p. 20). Yet elsewhere 

he argues that “the ‘tradition of all the dead generations’ which Marx, in 

his effluvium of nineteenth-century progressivism, hoped to exorcise with 

the ‘poetry’ of ‘the future’ has yet to be recovered and explored in the light 

of the dead-end that confronts us. The future as we know it today . . . has 

no poetry to inspire us” (1986, p. 114). 
In fact, Bookchin is not certain which poetry attracts him more 

—which is why his work is so problematic, and ultimately far less than 

the kind of holistic thinking social ecology claims to fulfill. Bookchin 

remains trapped within the transition from a red to a green radicalism. 
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His contradictions and his failure to advance the radical kernel within 

his own sensibility leave social ecology at an impasse—an impasse no¬ 

table in his writings on rationality, history, and other areas, but most 

pointedly in his writings on technology. If the social ecology perspective 

is to realize its own potential as a radical philosophical and practical 

break from the context of modern, capitalist, alienated consciousness 

and instrumental reason, it will have to abandon its founder’s compul¬ 
sions for a new order of thinking. 

Objecting to the contemporary “grim fatalism” about technology 

(1982, pp. 220-223), Bookchin always insists on its promise. From the 

beginning, his utopianism has been deeply rooted in the faith that the 

new technics created by modern industrial capitalism have brought 

about certain preconditions, if not necessarily the actual conditions, for 

a rational, free society. To be sure, he has also written, and occasionally 

quite eloquently, about the pathological destructiveness of modern tech¬ 

nological arrangements. But if he believes that some forms (e.g., nuclear 

power) are inherently evil, for the most part he stresses that “technol¬ 

ogy as such” is not the problem but rather more fundamental “eco¬ 
nomic factors” are (1988; 1995, p. 28). 

Bookchin sometimes explicitly rejects the idea that technics can be 

neutral or that “their impact [is] contingent merely on individual and so¬ 

cial intentions” (1982, p. 289). “Modern technology,” for example, “is 

intrinsically authoritarian” (1986, p. 117). Yet even though he has de¬ 

scribed himself as “practically a luddite” (1991, p. 35), Bookchin takes a 

recognizably Marxist position. “Technology in itself,” he writes—with¬ 

out explaining what “in itself” might mean—“does not produce the dislo¬ 

cations between an antiecological society and nature, although there are 

surely technologies that, in themselves, are dangerous to an ecosystem. 

... To speak of ‘technological society,’ or an ‘industrial society’ ... is to 

throw cosmic stardust over the economic laws that guide capital expan¬ 

sion which Marx so brilliantly developed” (1988, p. 23). Social relation¬ 

ships play a decisive role in the technologies and industries society devel¬ 
ops and the use to which they are put” (1988, p. 23). 

According to Bookchin, capitalism misuses modern technology by 

exploiting its “malignant power to destroy instead of its benign power 

to create” (1986, p. 111). Oil spills and nuclear meltdowns arise from 

the “abuse of technology by a grow-or-die economy” (1989b). Technol¬ 

ogy only “magnifies more fundamental economic factors” (1990, p. 93; 

emphasis in original). “Every warped society,” he says, “follows the 

dialectic of its own pathology of domination, irrespective of the scale of 

its technics^ (1982, p. 241; emphasis added).2 Capitalist social and eco¬ 

nomic relations “blatantly determine how technology will be used” 
(1995, p. 29; emphasis in original). 

To those who recognize the fallacy that technology is a neutral tool 
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to be used or abused by the one who wields it, Bookchin offers a dis¬ 

claimer: because technology is shaped by social forces, our concepts 

about it “are never socially neutral” (1982, p. 226). This statement is 

simply an evasion; the idea that technology is not neutral logically im¬ 

plies not only that our concepts shape and determine technology, but 

that the technological relations and requirements imposed by our tech¬ 

nology also shape our concepts and social relations. Technological ar¬ 

rangements themselves generate social change and shape human action, 

bringing about imperatives unanticipated by their creators. Technologi¬ 

cal means come with their own repertoire of ends. 

The ecological crisis is a dramatic example of this phenomenon. 

No one but a Marxist of the crudest variety could believe that tech¬ 

nological dysfunction and disaster are the results only of corporate 

capitalist greed. As Bookchin himself has noted about oil spills, 

“even the sturdiest ships have a way of being buffeted by storms, 

drifting off course, foundering on reefs in treacherous waters, and 

sinking” (1989b, p. 20). Not only capitalist grow-or-die economic 

choices, but a complex petrochemical grid itself makes disasters inevi¬ 

table.3 
Bookchin thinks it enough to say that technics are part of a social 

matrix—a point no serious critic of technology would dispute.4 Tech¬ 

nics, he avers, are “immersed in a social world of human intentions, 

needs, wills, and interactions” (1980, p. 128). The technics emerging 

from “the immanent dialectic” within hierarchical society reinforced hi¬ 

erarchy and domination, he says. He argues elsewhere: 

If I read the historical record correctly, it is fair to say that before mass 

manufacture came into existence, there had already been widespread de¬ 

struction of community life and the emergence of uprooted, displaced, at¬ 

omized and propertyless “masses”—the precursors of the modem prole¬ 

tariat. This development was paralleled by science’s evocation of a new 

image of the world—a lifeless physical world composed of matter and 

motion that preceded the technical feats of the Industrial Revolution. 

(1982, P. 223) 

He notes in still another essay: 

A blissful ignorance clouds the fact that several centuries ago, much of 

England’s forest land . . . was deforested by the crude axes of rural prole¬ 

tarians to produce charcoal for a technologically simple metallurgical 

economy and to clear land for profitable sheep runs. This occurred long 

before the Industrial Revolution. (1989b, p. 22) 

That earlier societies may have also been socially and ecologi¬ 

cally destructive is not exactly pertinent to a critical discussion of 
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technology. But Bookchin here falsely contrasts nascent forms of 

technological society with what was to come later. Failing to treat 

technics as a social and historical process, he retreats to a formalistic 

notion of what constitutes industrialism. “Technics does not exist in 

a vacuum,” he says, “nor does it have an autonomous life of its 

own” (1982, p. 223). Capitalism does not exist in a vacuum either; 

modern capitalist civilization is as much the product of early indus¬ 

trial manufacture, timekeeping and the expansion of scientific- 

technical knowledge as it is of expanding trade and private property. 

In fact, as Lewis Mumford so brilliantly argued, the voracious mar¬ 

kets and hierarchic work machines of industrial capitalism had their 
early forerunners in the ancient empires.5 

It’s simply confused to speak of a liberatory society as the unin¬ 

tended result of modern capitalist technics, as Bookchin has done from 

the beginning—to see the “means of production” outgrowing society 

(1980, p. 270)—and then to paint technics as little more than the pas¬ 

sive recipient or result of human intentions and interactions. In fact, 

Bookchin’s entire argument in his early essays was based on the idea 

that technological development brings about enormous, unforeseen so¬ 

cial changes and new, problematic contexts. “Qualitatively new prob¬ 

lems have arisen which never existed in [Marx’s] day,” he says; through 

“cybernation and other technological advances,” modern technics have 

taken on an entirely new character, reconstituting the terms of revolu¬ 

tionary history. New developments, for example, have eroded the “stra¬ 

tegic economic position” of the working class and its role as the agent 

of revolutionary change (1971, pp. 179, 183). Bookchin’s flaw from 

Post-Scarcity Anarchism onward was to celebrate this technological 

transformation as the necessary precondition for a liberatory society, 

rather than the emergence of a qualitatively new stage of domina¬ 

tion what Jacques Camatte has described as “the runaway of capital” 

and the transformation of “formal domination” into “real domina¬ 
tion.”6 

Capitalism and Technology 

“We cannot avoid the use of conventional reason, present-day modes of 

science, and modern technology,” Bookchin asserts (though he doesn’t 

explain why we must put up with “present-day modes of science” and 

technics). But we can establish new contexts in which these modes . 

have their proper place” (1982, p. 240; emphasis in original). Present- 

day modes of science and technology apparently never establish con¬ 

texts: “The ecological impact of human reason, science, and technology 
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depends enormously on the type of society in which these forces are 

shaped and employed” (1991, p. 32). 

Not even the scale or the form of technics seem to matter. “The his¬ 

toric problem of technics,” he declares, “lies not in its size or scale, its 

‘softness’ or ‘hardness,’ much less the productivity or efficiency that 

earned it the naive reverence of earlier generations; the problem lies in 

how we can contain (that is absorb) technics within an emancipatory so¬ 

ciety” (1982, pp. 240, 260-261; emphasis in original). Our dialectician 

does not notice that at a certain level of size, scale, or “hardness” technol¬ 

ogy and its accompanying operational demands might “absorb” us. Yet 

here, too, Bookchin is ambiguous. It “is not mere Luddism [Bookchin al¬ 

ways considers it “mere” luddism] to say that we would be safer as a spe¬ 

cies if we could restore a Paleolithic world of flints than if we were to 

‘advance’ to a ‘post-industrial’ world of ‘intelligent robots.’ Not that the 

former is a desideratum in itself, but merely that it is less menacing and 

demonic in a society ruled by moral cretins and emotional brutes” (1986, 

pp. 111-112). Notwithstanding the fact that we have no reason to as¬ 

sume paleolithic society was ruled by “moral cretins,” Bookchin seems to 

be saying that scale, indeed, is a critical factor. 
Bookchin doesn’t consider the possibility that a mass technological 

society might itself come to constitute a “type,” or that technological 

development could shift life, qualitatively transform old pathologies, 

and generate wholly unprecedented problems, not just magnify old 

ones. Furthermore, his dichotomy of blaming technics instead of corpo¬ 

rate and state institutions, or speaking of technological society instead 

of capitalism, is a false one; the matrix of social relations is more com¬ 

plex than he suggests. It also apparently escapes him that to speak of 

modern technological society is in fact to refer to the technics generated 

within capitalism, which have engendered new forms of capital in turn. 

To speak of a distinct realm of social relations that determines technol¬ 

ogy is not only ahistorical, it is neither dialectical nor holistic. It is to 

fall victim to a kind of simplistic base/superstructure schema.7 

Instead of clarity Bookchin offers vague rhetoric and bluster. Thus 

even “appropriate technology” is inadequate for authentic ecological 

change and only a “hberatory technology” will do.8 Yet the idea of 

“ecotechnologies” is highly ambiguous if the differences between high 

and low tech, “hard” and “soft” tech, large and small tech are secon¬ 

dary (as Bookchin has argued), and if advanced industrial technology, 

complex mass communications and energy systems, and even genetic 

engineering are all at least possibly allowable within the matrix of an 

ecological society. 
Bookchin responds to such doubts with naive rationalism and 

moral pieties. “The current social setup,” he says, “means that the sci- 
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entific establishment is not morally capable of dealing with bio¬ 

technology. . . . Our society is so immoral that it can’t be entrusted to 

invent anything until we are able to sit down and decide, as a socially 

responsible, ecologically sensitive community, how we’re going to de¬ 

sign and use our technology” (1991, pp. 34-35). A “moral” society, we 

are to presume, could “sit down and decide” how to “use” bioengi¬ 

neering without catastrophic results—despite the immense complexity; 

the inherent social, technical, and ecological compartmentalization and 

opacity of the processes; and the repressive epistemology (specialization 

hierarchies, manipulation of nature, Cartesian—Baconian pseudomas¬ 
tery) that such practices require and engender. 

Society’s technological ensemble—from concepts of technical prac¬ 

tice (be they highly systematic and instrumental, or connotative, uncon¬ 

scious, even magical), to the vast urban-industrial environment and ap¬ 

paratus itself is part of a historically evolved context, formed of 

archaic social hierarchies, economic configurations, the state, patterns 

of social organization and association, scientific practices and ideolo¬ 

gies, and more. But technology also forms a matrix, through its syner¬ 

gistic tendency to reshape the patterns within which it emerged. The 

“social world of human intentions, needs, wills and interactions” in 

which technical relations are immersed has itself become immersed in 

technical relations.9 Because he doesn’t consider how technology might 

become, socially and epistemologically, a centerpiece of the “social 

setup,” Bookchin retreats to an alternative version of the mastery of 

nature—one more ecologically “sensitive” and “moral,” perhaps, but 

composed more or less of the same content of the society he claims to 
oppose. 

It may well be, notes Bookchin in a moment of uncharacteristic 
humility, “that we still do not understand what capitalism really is” 

(1990, p. 128). Indeed, we need a larger definition of capitalism that in¬ 

cludes not only market relations and the power of bourgeois and bureau¬ 

cratic elites but the very structure and content of mass technics, reductive 

rationality and the universe they establish: the social imaginaries of prog- 

less, growth, and efficiency; the growing power of the state; and the mate¬ 

rialization, objectification, and quantification of nature, culture, and hu- 

man personality. Only then can we see that commodification and the 

o Rectification of nature and human beings are moments in the same so- 

cia process. Market capitalism has been everywhere the vehicle for a 

mass megatechnic civilization—the nuclear-cybernetic-petrochemical- 
commumcations-commodity grid being developed globally. But technici- 

zation is integral to the economic-instrumental culture of capital now ex¬ 

tinguishing vast skeins in the fabric of life, and transforming the planet 
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into an enormous megalopolis, with its glittering high-tech havens and 

wasted, contaminated sacrifice zones. 
Bookchin acknowledges that expanding market relations combined 

with technical innovations to explode into qualitatively new social de¬ 

velopments (1987a, p. 204; 1990, p. 132-134), and he reviews how 

states and markets, in combination with new technics and social ar¬ 

rangements as technologies (e.g., the factory and its “technics of super¬ 

vision”), have brought about a unified if multifaceted process (1982, 

pp. 139, 250).10 As Ellul observes, “The multiplicity of these techniques 

has caused them literally to change their character . . . they no longer 

represent the same phenomenon.”11 
While capitalist accumulation is at the center of this complex, it 

makes no sense to layer the various components in a mechanistic hierar¬ 

chy of first cause and secondary effects. There is no simple or single etiol¬ 

ogy to this plague, but instead a synergy of vectors.12 Humanity, Mum- 

ford noted, “is now in process of changing its quarters only to be moving 

to a modern wing in the same archaic prison whose foundations were laid 

in the Pyramid Age: better ventilated and more sanitary, with a pleasanter 

outlook [though only for a relative handful, we should add]—but still a 

prison, and even more difficult to escape from than ever before because it 

now threatens to incarcerate a much larger part of the human race.”13 

Intriguingly, just when Mumford was reaching his gloomiest con¬ 

clusions about modern technology, Bookchin appeared as a febrile en¬ 

thusiast.14 While more recently Bookchin has tempered his enthusiasm 

for technological development, a celebration and a defense of techno¬ 

logical progress continue to permeate his work. “For the first time in 

the long succession of centuries,” he enthuses, “this century and this 

one alone—has elevated mankind to an entirely new level of techno¬ 

logical achievement and to an entirely new level of the human experi¬ 

ence” (1971, p. 10). “Utopia . . . once a mere dream in the preindus¬ 

trial world, increasingly became a possibility with the development of 

modern technology,” “a development that opens the possibility of the 

transcendence of the domain of necessity” (1980, pp. 28, 270). Only 

the “technical limits of past eras” prevented utopia (1990, p. 121). 

Abundance, “indeed luxury, will be available to all to enjoy because 

technological development will have removed the economic basis for 

scarcity and coercion” (1982, pp. 330-331). 
Bookchin’s idea of progress proves almost indistinguishable from a 

Kruschevite threat to out-do capitalism. Bourgeois society, he insists, 

“if it achieved nothing else, revolutionized the means of production on a 

scale unprecedented in history. This technological revolution, culminat¬ 

ing in cybernation, has created the objective quantitative basis for a woild 
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without class rule, exploitation, toil or material want.” Only “bourgeois 

control of technology” prevents its liberatory potential from being real¬ 

ized. With the new technology, “the means now exist for the development 

of the rounded man, the total man” (1971, pp. 33-34, 17).15 

And what are these means? “The potential for technological devel¬ 

opment, for providing machines as substitutes for labor is virtually un¬ 

limited” (1971, p. 95). Technology can now “produce a surfeit of 

goods with a minimum of toil,” he says; it is no longer a servant but 

about to become a “partner” in human creativity. The new technology 

“could largely replace the realm of necessity by the realm of freedom.” 

He observes approvingly that people in the United States no longer 

need elaborate explanations of this idea. “Owing to the development of 

a cybernetic technology, the notion of a toil-less mode of life has be¬ 

come an article of faith to an ever-increasing number of young people” 
(1971, pp. 130-131, 93-94).16 

Bookchin’s rapture over new technologies seizes on such items as 

“self-regulating control mechanisms,” “sensory devices” such as “ther¬ 

mocouples, photoelectric cells, X-ray machines, television cameras and 

radar transmitters.” He rhapsodizes over a new “electronic ‘mind’ for 

coordinating, building and evaluating most . . . routine industrial op¬ 

erations”; “properly used,” he explains, these devices “are faster and 

more efficient than man himself.” Basic principles of efficiency “can be 

applied virtually to every area of mass manufacture—from the metal¬ 

lurgical industry to the food processing industry, from the electronics 

industry to the toymaking industry, from the manufacture of prefabri¬ 

cated bridges to the manufacture of prefabricated houses” (1971 dd 
101-102). ’ 

Machines can take over mining and agriculture. “We could operate 

almost any machine, from a giant shovel to an open-strip mine to a grain 

harvester . . . either by cybernated sensing devices or by remote control 

with television cameras.” Perhaps there would be no need for human in¬ 

volvement at all. “It is easy to foresee a time, by no means remote, when a 

rationally organized economy could automatically manufacture small 

packaged factories without human labor . . . most maintenance tasks 

would be reduced to the simple act of removing a defective unit... a job 

no more difficult than pulling out and putting in a tray. Machines would 

make and repair most of the machines required to maintain such a highly 

industrialized economy” (1971, p. 105).17 

His reveries are paralleled by a grotesque resourcism. The postscar¬ 

city society will derive energy from many sources, he claims, including 

solap wind, hydroelectric and geothermal energy . . . heat pumps, vege¬ 

table fuels, solar ponds, thermoelectric converters, and, eventually, con- 
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trolled thermonuclear reactions” (1971, p. 119). He thrills over immense 

tidal power installations and solar ponds, to which some ten thousand 

square miles might be committed (1971, p. 126). Farming can occur from 

the comfort of the air-conditioned cabs of giant tractors, and livestock 

can be fed by means of one “of the most promising technological ad¬ 

vances in agriculture made since World War II”: the “augermatic feeding” 

technique, which “by linking a battery of silos with augers,” can allow 

the “farmer” to mix and send feed to animal pens “merely by pushing 

some buttons and pulling a few switches.” 

Bookchin describes such technology as an example of “a cardinal 

principle of rational farm mechanization”—the use of machines to 

eliminate “arduous farm labor” (1971, pp. 115-116). This technologi¬ 

cal apparatus will, in Bookchin’s view, leave only “a gentle, human im¬ 

print on nature.” Agriculture, now an integral part of society, will be 

engaged with the same playfulness and creativity that people bring to 

gardening, and will renew “the sense of oneness with nature that ex¬ 

isted in humans from primordial times.” We are told in a formulation 

evocative of Orwell’s 1984: “The region will never be exploited, but it 

will be used as fully as possible” (1971, pp. 118-119). 
One must be forgiven for wondering if a “grim fatalism” about 

technological calamity is more realistic than this bizarre mix of futur¬ 

ism and pastoralism. It is hard to imagine anyone feeling at one with 

nature in the midst of all that technological what-have-you—tidal 

dams, giant solar grids, prepackaged factories and houses, ad nau¬ 

seam—while sitting, say, in the air-conditioned cab of a giant tractor 

or at a bank of remote-control television monitors. Bookchin, on the 

contrary, effuses about new patterns of production bringing about a 

“new animism” in which “sun, wind, waters, and other presumably 

‘inorganic’ aspects of nature . . . would cease to be mere ‘resources’ 

. . . and would become manifestations of a larger natural totality, in¬ 

deed as respiritized nature, be it the musical whirring of wind gen¬ 

erator blades or the shimmer of light on solar-collector plates’ 

(1980, p. 93). 
It gets worse: “I have no compunction in using esthetic metaphors 

to describe what might ordinarily be dismissed as ‘noise’ and ‘glare’ in 

the vernacular of conventional technology,” he continues, adding an¬ 

other dose of Orwellian language manipulation. “If we cherish the flap¬ 

ping of sails on a boat and the shimmer of sunlight on the sea, there is 

no reason why we cannot cherish the flapping of sails on a wind rotor 

and the reflection of sunlight on a solar collector. Our minds have shut 

out these responses and denied them to our spirit because the conven¬ 

tional sounds and imagery of technology are the ear-splitting clatter of 
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an assembly line and the eye-searing flames of a foundry” (1980, pp. 
93-94). 

Bookchin’s ebullience can be traced to a long tradition, the ideol¬ 

ogy of the “technological sublime,” which replaced the ideology of the 

pastoral sublime in North American culture in the last century. His sen¬ 

timentality about technics echoes earlier modes; the sound of assembly 

machines and the fires of blast furnaces and forges once evoked as 

much aesthetic delight as his solar panels do for him. The early idea of 

incredible abundance,” writes Leo Marx, which became arguably “the 

most important single distinguishing characteristic of American life,” 

now “is less closely associated with the landscape than with science and 

technology.” By the mid-nineteenth century, Marx comments, “The 

idea that machine power is fulfilling an ancient mythic prophecy evokes 

some of the most exuberant writing.” Only the incentives of “comfort 

and status” can explain the enormous success of American technology, 

he explains; inventions have come to be thought of as “vehicles for the 

pursuit of happiness.” Thus, “Americans have seized upon the machine 
as their birthright.”18 

Bookchin is carried into almost shamanistic ecstasies only when 

describing machinery. And assertions that an “early” Bookchin evolved 

into a mature Bookchin do not hold up. Apart from a few details, 

for example his reversal on nuclear power, his perspective remains more 

or less the same. He continues to stress that the “ability to manipu¬ 

late nature and to function actively in natural and social history is a de¬ 

sideratum, not an evil” (1982, p. 307). He disparages labor-intensive 

techniques demagogically, saying he’s never known “any of [his] fel¬ 

low workers to applaud” labor-intensive options, “much less the lofty 

purity produced by fasts on vision-quests.” Replying to criticism of his 

mid-1960s technophilia, he rejoins, “I would gladly open a surface 

[strip] mine with a great shovel’ if an ecological society truly needed 

new ores and fuels” rather than send miners into the earth (1989a d 
18). ’ F' 

One wonders if Bookchin wouldn’t enjoy this chance to be at “one 
with nature, whether an ecological society required it or not. At any 

rate, he apparently thinks that the giant shovel and its fuel will not be 

produced by miners, steel and petroleum workers, and all the other op¬ 

eratives of a mass technological grid, but by machines making machines 

making machines in prefab factories, somewhere out of sight of the 

mumapal communes. He also continues to laud “the new material pos¬ 
sibilities created by technology after the Second World War” and to in¬ 

sist that in his ecotopia “a high premium would be placed on labor- 

saving devices—-be they computers or automative machinery” (1990 
pp. 151, 196).20 y ' ’ 
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The incentives to which Leo Marx refers above correspond to what 

Lewis Mumford called the Megamachine’s “immense bribe, which is 

bound to become bigger and more seductive as the Megamachine itself 

proliferates, conglomerates, and consolidates.”21 In the absence of what 

he might consider a rational realization of plenitude, Bookchin settles 

for capital’s; the most pressing task of technology will be to produce “a 

surfeit of goods with a minimum of toil.” Thanks to “liberatory” tech¬ 

nology, “Free communities would stand at the end of a cybernated as¬ 

sembly line with baskets to cart the goods home” (1971, pp. 130, 133). 

Instead of a redeemed relation to being and the object itself, he presents 

the fantasy of industrial cornucopia. 
To be sure, Bookchin argues in places against a world of “limitless 

needs” and “the mindless abundance of goods” of industrial-capitalist 

consumer society, but his reasoning is vague, to say the least. Postscar¬ 

city, he tells us, demands the “material possibility of choosing” one’s 

needs, which will only work “if the individual fhas] the autonomy, 

moral insight, and wisdom to choose rationally” (1982, p. 69). The 

idea that people might choose to do with less from the starting point of 

this society—to live simply not only so that others may simply live, as 

radical egalitarian Christians put it, but for its own rewards—is anath¬ 

ema to Bookchin. The neurosis of scarcity is so great, he contends, that 

people “may well require a superfluity of goods so immense in quantity 

that the prevailing fetishism of needs will have to be dispelled on its 

own terms” (1982, p. 71; emphasis added). 
Thus, he wishes to resolve a neurotic fixation, a fetishism of accu¬ 

mulation, by enabling it. “Society,” he says, “may well have to be over¬ 

indulged to recover its capacity for selectivity.” (He doesn’t reveal ex¬ 

actly who will overindulge society.) “To lecture society about its 

‘insatiable’ appetites, as our resource-conscious environmentalists are 

wont to do, is precisely what the modern consumer is not prepared to 

hear” (1982, pp. 71-72). Nor are very many modern consumers—poor 

or rich—“prepared” to hear Bookchin’s “moral insight and wis¬ 

dom”—they want speed boats! 
His solution is wishful thinking based on partial truths. “The ex¬ 

isting technics of the western world—in principle, a technics that can 

be applied to the world at large—can render more than a sufficiency of 

goods to meet everyone’s reasonable needs,” he writes. Because the un¬ 

derprivileged will never accept arguments that address the possibility of 

a need for social and ecological limits, social ecology must demonstrate, 

“and not merely on theoretical or statistical grounds alone[,] . . . that 

affluence can ultimately be made available to all—but should be desir- 
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able to none. It is a betrayal of the entire message of social ecology to 

ask the world’s poor to deny themselves access to the necessities of life 

on grounds that involve long-range problems of ecological dislocation, 

the shortcomings of ‘high’ technology, and very specious claims of 

natural shortages in materials, while saying nothing at all about the ar¬ 

tificial scarcity engineered by corporate capitalism” (1982, pp 
261-262). 

Here Bookchin shifts from an argument to provide a Western-style 

affluence—so that everyone will somehow see its irrationality—to ac¬ 

cusing those who suggest the need for limits of wanting to deny people 

their basic necessities, and finally to implicit denial of natural shortages 

altogether. He typically dismisses anyone who raises the problem of 

consumer society as a malthusian elitist pushing a “hunger politics” 

and lifeboat ethics (1994a, pp. 4, 10). But there’s a lot of ground be¬ 

tween starvation and industrialized affluence. It is possible, in fact, to 

speak of artificial shortages manufactured by capitalism while recogniz¬ 

ing the ecological destruction and shortages a high-energy- 

consumption, mass-production society must inevitably generate. 

Bookchin is too trapped in vestigial progressivism to realize, when he 

states that a free society’s affluence “would be transformed from a wealth 

of things into a wealth of culture and individual creativity” (1982, p. 69), 

that this latter state of affairs was already possible in aboriginal, classical 

and vernacular societies, which did not need to go through a “stage” of 

the “wealth of things” to achieve authentic plenitude (if that is what his 

ambiguous formulation means). If he means such a society would pass 

through the “wealth of things” of modern society, what exactly differenti¬ 

ates, from the point of view of the modern consumer, his idea from the 

sackcloth and ashes image he portrays in his disparaging reference to en¬ 

vironmentalists? If it implies a kind of two-stage theory of benign indul¬ 

gence of accumulation neurosis, the argument that a stable “wealth of 
things is ever achieved is far from persuasive. 

As Christopher Lasch has written, the consumer’s relation even to 

things is abstract, compulsive, and far less rich than that achieved in 

nonindustrial societies. “It is misleading to characterize the culture of 

consumption as a culture dominated by things,” Lasch argues. “The 

consumer lives surrounded not so much by things as by fantasies ... a 

world that has no objective or independent existence and seems to exist 

only to gratify or thwart his desires.” Thus cultural analysis must de¬ 

cide whether the invasion of culture and personal life by the modern 

industrial system produces the same effects that it produces in the so- 

ua and political realm: a loss of autonomy and popular control, a ten¬ 

dency to confuse self-determination with the exercise of consumer 
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choices, a growing ascendance of elites, the replacement of practical 

skills with organized expertise.”22 

At any rate, what are we to make of the proposal to develop mass 

technics and a combination consumer-producer utopia in order to reject 

them? “ ‘High’ technology must be permitted to exhaust its specious 

claims as the token of social ‘progress’ and human well-being,” Bookchin 

says, “all the more to render the development of ecological alternatives as 

a matter of choice rather than the product of a cynical ‘necessity’ ” (1982, 

p. 262; emphasis in original). For the victims of affluence, he recommends 

social ecology pieties; for the victims of envy, a commodity bulimia. 

Ultimately, this convoluted scenario fails to acknowledge what 

may be the greatest problem for a future sane society, that the indus¬ 

trial bribe has everywhere—even where its dubious benefits have 

proved the most meager—tended to undermine the capacities of human 

beings to resist it, to choose another way, another kind of plenitude. In¬ 

stead, Bookchin offers the dogma of progress: not only must we pass 

through the crucible of class and hierarchic society, but we must even 

pass through consumerism to recover Eden and ecological wisdom. Of 

course, neither ecological wisdom nor the planet can wait for this gro¬ 

tesque overindulgence to have its curative effect. 
A liberatory theory cannot be based on what the modern con¬ 

sumer, citizen, or proletarian is “prepared to hear.” The urgent need to 

critique affluence from within this society, and not in some future time, 

is not necessarily a “hunger politics”; rather, it is intimately connected 

to our present social, spiritual, and ecological crisis. The recognition 

that less might become more could come from a radical rejection of the 

fetishism of artifactual abundance without having to go through 

Bookchin’s transitional surfeit. Transformation isn’t a question of “bet¬ 

ter delivery,” of much, much more of the same, but rather a new rela¬ 

tionship to the phenomenal world—something akin to what anthro¬ 

pologist Marshall Sahlins has called “a Zen road to affluence, 

departing from premises somewhat different from out own. If any¬ 

thing will save humanity and the world we inhabit, it is surely insight 

into “premises somewhat different from our own” rather than a con¬ 

trived satiety at industrialism’s vomitorium. 

The Machine against the Garden 

Bookchin’s writings on technics and especially on agriculture starkly re¬ 

veal the inadequacy of his “nature-based’ ethics and social ecology in 

determining liberatory (or even appropriate) ecological choices. His 
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idea of agriculture—giant tractors, remote control, pulling a few 

switches—does not even remotely resemble what attracts people to gar¬ 

dening or what keeps farmers on the land. He evinces no intuitive ap¬ 

preciation of the activity or its spiritual rewards, or even any noticeable 

desire for direct relation with the phenomenal world of sun and soil, 

plants and animals. Bookchin, who in one memorable passage said that 

the factory floor must yield to gardening” (1971, p. 72), prefers in¬ 
stead to turn the garden into a factory. 

Yet the garden is a context where small scale, the “softness” of 

technics, labor-intensiveness, and technical limits all crucially matter, 

and where technological transformation is bound to have more than 

simply quantitative utilitarian results. It is a context that so-called 

labor-saving devices tend to uproot, unravel, and destroy, and where 

people might rightly sit down and decide,” if they had any choice in 

the face of technological invasion, to choose labor-intensive community 
over mechanization. 

Bookchin’s appeals for an abundance based on efficient technologi¬ 

cal development—embellished however they may be by claims to “an 

ethical context of virtue” (1982, p. 307)—parallels the logic of capital¬ 

ism. where capital seeks to employ technics and instrumental reason to 

maximize returns, Bookchin proposes the same essential strategy to 

maximize yields. In contrast to short-term capitalist plunder, for exam¬ 

ple, he recommends protecting the soil through “minimum tillage” ag¬ 

riculture, using planters which apply seed, fertilizers and pesticides (of 

course!) simultaneously” to reduce soil compaction from machines 
(1971, p. 116). 

The parenthetical exclamation is Bookchm’s; whether he regrets it 

now or not is unimportant. What is significant in retrospect is that he 

was arguing for techmcized agricultural efficiency right when capitalist 

and state socialist planning bureaucrats, following utilitarian-analytic 

reason, were promoting not so very different efficiency schemes and a 

green revolution. Despite the libertarian rhetoric, Bookchin was only 

able to envision what capital itself was bringing about. So much for 
dialectics/4 

In contrast with the fevered dreams of dialectical gadget fetishism, 

in the real world of agricultural progress whole societies and age-old 

forms of life and subsistence have been and continue to be pulverized 

by such schemes. The objection that economics is the source of the 

problem, and not also industrial technicization, ignores the myriad ef¬ 

fects a reductionist orientation toward maximum yields (following an 

ideology of abundance, comfort, rationalization, and efficiency) inevita¬ 

bly has on subtle, organic processes and the web of meaning in which 

t ey are embedded. Bookchin’s fervent advocacy of pesticides, tractors, 
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massive energy installations, and the like is itself proof that the profit 

motive is not the sole source of ecological “accidents” and megatechnic 

disasters; certainly be cannot be accused of being motivated by greed 

for profits in his support for them. 

At the center of the ideology shared by Bookchin and development 

technocrats is the mystique of the labor-saving device. But as a whole, 

these technologies have actually expanded work. Winner has observed 

that “the very nature of advanced technologies . . . demands much 

more of the human being than any previous productive arrangement. 

. . . Under the relentless pressure of technological processes, the activi¬ 

ties of human life in modern society take place at an extremely de¬ 

manding cadence. Highly productive, fast-moving, intensive, precision 

systems require highly productive, fast-moving, intense, and precise hu¬ 

man participants.”25 
Bookchin defends such devices not only for a future revolutionary 

society but within the present context. “Modern working women with 

children could hardly do without washing machines to relieve them, 

however minimally, from their daily domestic labors—before going to 

work,” he writes (1995, p. 29). Of course, in the present context, these 

women also need nuclear reactors to power their washing machines, 

gas for their cars to get to work, shopping malls, and slave labor in 

Asia and Latin America (and Los Angeles) to provide the clothes they’ll 

wash, too. 
Compare his one-dimensional idea with Mumford’s comment on 

the washing machine as a microcosm of progress: “In the workshop 

and the household there were plenty of tedious tasks,” Mumford 

writes, “but they were done in the company of one’s fellows at a pace 

that allowed for chatting and singing; there was none of the loneliness 

of the modern housewife presiding over a gang of machines.” The wide 

diffusion of hand labor, apart from its superiority to machine products, 

reflected “the tool-user’s essential autonomy and self-reliance,” he says. 

“Had this craft economy, prior to mechanization, actually been ground 

down by poverty, its workers might have spent the time given over to 

communal celebrations and church-building on multiplying the yards of 

textiles woven or the pairs of shoes cobbled.” Certainly, he adds, a so¬ 

ciety enjoying the innumerable festivals and holidays of traditional so¬ 

cieties “cannot be called impoverished.”26 
Anyone who has lived both in the modern urbanopolis and in a 

small village understands this passage. As the celebrated natural farmer 

Masanobu Fukuoka observes, “A life of small-scale farming may ap¬ 

pear to be primitive, but in living such a life, it becomes possible to 

contemplate the Great Way.” He notes that a Japanese one-acre peasant 

formerly enjoyed a three-month respite at the end of each year, spent 
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hunting rabbits and writing haiku poems. Gradually, the new year holi¬ 

day dwindled to a brief break, and now television has colonized what 

little leisure is left. “There is no time in modern agriculture for a farmer 
to write a poem or compose a song.”27 

Lasch writes that modern industrial technologies “have been de¬ 

fended, like mass culture, on the grounds that although they may have 

taken some of the charm out of life, they have added immeasurably to 

the comforts enjoyed by ordinary men and women. . . . But it is pre¬ 

cisely the democratizing effects of industrial technology that can no 

longer be taken for granted. If this technology reduces some of the 

drudgery of housekeeping, it also renders the housekeeper dependent 

on machinery—not merely the automatic washer and dryer but the 

elaborate energy system required to run these and innumerable other 

appliances—the breakdown of which brings housekeeping to a halt.” 

Consequently, “modern technology undermines the self-reliance and 

autonomy both of workers and consumers. It expands man’s collective 

control over his environment at the expense of individual control; and 

even this collective control, as ecologists have pointed out again and 

again, is beginning to prove illusory as human intervention threatens to 

provoke unexpected responses from nature.”28 Thus, to return to Mar¬ 

shall Sahlins s excellent phrase, a “Zen road to affluence” might mean 

wash your own clothes. Even the idle rich are known to work hard 

without complaint at their avocations, especially gardening. 

Those who see food production in technological terms alone, 

writes farmer-poet Wendell Berry, oversimplify “both the practicalities 

of production and the network of meanings and values necessary to de¬ 

fine, nurture, and preserve the practical motivations. ... A healthy 

farm culture can be based only upon familiarity and can grow only 

among a people soundly established upon the land; it nourishes and 

safeguards a human intelligence of the earth that no amount of technol- 

ogy can satisfactorily replace.” This culture is precisely what has been 

destroyed not only by capitalist economic relations but also by the 

companion ideology of technological progress and the dependencies it 

has engendered. However difficult to initiate. Berry observes, a reverse 

movement is necessary. “It will probably require several genera¬ 

tions enough to establish complex local cultures with strong commu- 

na memories and traditions of care.” Where Bookchin apparently sees 

on y arduous, mindless toil, Berry, who has some real experience with 
farming, sees opportunity for transformation.29 

It is difficult to conceive of higher social effectiveness with 
lower industrial efficiency,” Ivan Illicit has written. “To recognize the 

nature of desirable limits to specialization and output, we must focus 

our attention on the industrially determined shape of our expecta- 
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tions.” Rather than simply retooling under different political arrange¬ 

ments, “we must radically reduce our expectations that machines will 

do our work for us. . . . The only solution to the environmental cri¬ 

sis is the shared insight of people that they would be happier if they 

could work together and care for each other. Such an inversion of 

the current world view requires intellectual courage for it exposes us 

to the unenlightened yet painful criticism of being not only antipeo¬ 

ple and against economic progress, but equally against liberal educa¬ 

tion and scientific advance.”j0 
Here, too, Bookchin’s error resides in his Marxism. For Marx, the 

workers become appendages of the machine because the machines and 

labor process are owned and controlled by the capitalists. The former 

confront the material products of their labor—machines and industrial 

apparatus as well as commodities—as an “alien power” because it all 

“belongs to some other man than the worker.”31 This schema does not 

take into account the life processes involved as cultural and epistemo¬ 

logical contexts in their own right. Alienation is not limited to a prob¬ 

lem of who owns or who directs mass technics. Commenting on Marx’s 

passage, Winner argues that the governance imposed by this “other 

man” is not decisive; “the steering is inherent in the functioning of so¬ 

cially organized technology itself,” which is to say that the owners and 

bosses must steer at the controls their technology provides. As the mon¬ 

ster says to Victor Frankenstein, “You are my creator, but I am your 

master.”32 
Technology socializes those who operate it because mass industrial 

technics require that they operate within it. While people may think of 

the vast webs of instrumental and economic relations as simple tools to 

be either used properly or abused, one does not simply apply an Ar- 

chimidean lever to a global petrochemical grid, or a communications- 

informatics grid. We are increasingly enclosed in them, functioning as 

cogs within them. As Ellul argues, “What is being established is no 

longer the subordination of man to technology, etc., but far more 

deeply, “a new totality.”33 
Modern industrial society and its technics, Winner points out, with 

their “enormous size, complex interconnection and systemic interde¬ 

pendence,” demand “precise coordination of conceptual technique, 

organization and apparatus. Hierarchy, specialization, and stratified, 

compartmentalized organizational structures are inescapable including 

the need for vast training institutes, hierarchies of command, record¬ 

keeping, resource exploitation with its natural sacrifice zones on a 

global scale, complex backup systems, police, and an army of skilled, 

semiskilled, and unskilled operatives to carry out the required proce¬ 

dures. The resulting web of human and technical relations, this “total 
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order of networks,” is not so much tool-like as it is “a technical ensem¬ 

ble that demands routinized behavior,” becoming, ultimately, a “way of 

life”: “We do not use technologies so much as live them.”34 

Thus mass society is not simply a reflection of organized commod¬ 

ity production and consumption, as Bookchin has suggested, with its 

technics subject to “more fundamental economic factors.” Rather, the 

organic structures of society are dissolved and reconstituted not only by 

new economic forms and forces but by the social organization and de¬ 

pendencies generated by mass technics. Production for profits certainly 

brings a significant factor of cruelty and irrationality to the formula, 

but a world system mediated by machines brings its own objective and 

subjective content to human life whether “use value” or “exchange 

value” has generated it. As Cornelius Castoriadis has put it, all tools 

(and by this he means technics generally) are themselves “institutions as 
well as embodiments of meaning.”35 

For example, because they are fabulously efficient vehicles for the 

transmission of market values, computers and television have helped 

shape our expectations and culture to conform to market society; but 

our very sense of reality has also been transformed by these instruments 

and the webs of meaning they themselves establish. Mass technics have 

dramatically furthered a kind of psychic numbing and the fragmenta¬ 

tion of knowledge, undermining and complicating (though not entirely 

suppressing) human agency and responsibility. They have created an 

opaque and dangerous technological structure that undermines biologi¬ 

cal foundations on a daily basis, and which, in its present configura¬ 
tion, is impossible to control. 

To his credit, Bookchin has little regard for the present organiza¬ 

tion of affairs. But he never explains how free communities can expro¬ 

priate the technology capital generated to use it for communal, libertar¬ 

ian ends. His views in this regard are, in fact, utterly naive. “Is society 

so complex that an advanced industrial civilization stands in contra¬ 

diction to a decentralized technology for life?” Bookchin asks. “My an¬ 

swer to this question is a categorical no” (1971, pp. 136-138; emphasis 

in original). The apparent complexity comes from bloated bureaucracy 

needless administration, and wasteful capitalist endeavors. 

“I do not wish to belittle the fact that behind a single yard of high 
quality electric wiring lies a copper mine, the machinery needed to op¬ 

erate it, a plant for producing insulating material, a copper smelting 

and shaping complex, a transportation system for distributing the wir¬ 

ing—and behind these complexes other mines, plants, machine shops 

and so forth, he says. But even if copper could be provided only by 

national distribution, “[in] what sense need there be a division in the 

current sense of the term? There need be none at all.” The idea “that 
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modern industry has become too complex,” he writes, is misleading. In 

fact, only “a stupendous, often meaningless, social machinery” stands 

in the way. “But it is not the complexity of the machinery that inhibits 

our ability to deal with the imperatives,” he reassures us, but “a system 

of industrial clientage” that is to blame (1982, p. 311). 

It’s astonishing that Bookchin thinks the complexity of the appara¬ 

tus itself—and logically, then, the ensemble of networks that comprise 

this apparatus—has so little to do with externally and internally re¬ 

structuring our lives. Outside my window as I type this, a line-worker 

is working on a telephone line. Her job is a mystery to me, and count¬ 

less other jobs are mysteries to us both. There is no way she and I can 

know how a vast system of industrial production that Bookchin favors 

could or would work—even if the factories are small and prefabricated. 

The “trays” that will be effortlessly replaced to repair or adapt the 

machine-making machines in Bookchin’s utopia, for example: someone 

would have to be trained to know how each one functions, but it is 

simply impossible for any human being to know how they all do or 

how they all fit together. Many of the dislocations and system break¬ 

downs in industrial society are the result of this very opacity and infor¬ 

mation overload.36 
Our inevitable compliance with the opinions of experts—even if 

we could discuss and vote on their findings in the assemblies of a Book- 

chinesque municipalist utopia—would of necessity be based on persua¬ 

sion and faith—a faith, I might add, that appears after a century or 

more of rapid scientific-technological expansion, accommodation and 

acculturation, in which the mysteries of life have been supplanted by 

the miracles of science, the technological environment has been natural¬ 

ized in the minds of most people, and much of culture has been reduced 

to “a collage of specialized bodies of knowledge,” as Roszak has put it, 

“in which the thinking of ordinary people has been rendered worth¬ 

less.”37 

From Prometheus to Epimetheus 

The subjectivity of technological civilization is, of course, rooted in eco¬ 

nomic-instrumental values—the dominant ideology nearly everywhere 

on the planet, except for a few quixotic holdouts and the displaced or 

contaminated victims of technology who might have seen through the 

facade. According to the myth of the machine, however, technological 

development is not only inevitable but ultimately beneficial. This is the 

ideology of progress that Bookchin feels compelled to defend fiom 

skeptics with flimsy platitudes (1994b). Not only can we not stop prog- 
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ress, the idea of stopping it is considered crazy, irresponsible, im¬ 

moral perhaps fascistic (1995, pp. 29-30, 61). Even technology’s dis¬ 

asters are now employed as justifications for its continued maintenance. 

Bookchin dramatically reveals himself to be an acolyte of this myth 

when he argues for advanced technology to protect nature from it- 

se^ f°r example, from “ice ages, land desiccation, or cosmic collisions 

with asteroids.” NASA will apparently be turned into a municipalist or¬ 

ganization—and with no division of labor, either. “If there is any truth 

to the theory that the great Mesozoic reptiles were extinguished by cli¬ 

matic changes that presumably followed the collision of an asteroid 

with the earth, he explains, “the survival of existing mammals might 

well be just as precarious in the face of an equally meaningless natural 

catastrophe unless there is a conscious, ecologically-oriented life-form 
that has the technological means to rescue them” (1990, p. 38). 

Of course, it probably won’t be a “meaningless natural catastro¬ 
phe” that extinguishes mammal life, but a series of “meaningful” catas¬ 

trophes set off by the very megatechmc civilization Bookchin portrays 

as nature’s only hope. His projection is a Rube Goldberg nightmare 

filled with lurid delusions of grandeur and scientific hubris. Not only 

would we need a massive missile system (reminiscent of Ronald Rea¬ 

gan s Star Wars fantasy) to deflect asteroids, but a complex technics ad¬ 

vanced enough to deflect entirely unimagined threats—suggesting 

among other things, a genetic engineering arsenal of colossal propor¬ 

tions. Bookchin fails to notice that our defense systems, antibodies, and 

fail-safe backups will likely do us in long before the cosmic threats ar¬ 
rive. 

Equally significant is his comment that it would hardly be anthro¬ 

pocentric, except under exploitive capitalist conditions, of course, “to 

turn the Canadian barrens—a realm that is still suspended ecologically 

between the highly destructive glacial world of the ice ages and the 

richly variegated, life-sustaining world of temperate forest zones—into 

an area supporting a rich variety of biota.” He continues: “I frankly 

doubt that a case can be made against a very prudent, nonexploitative, 
and ecologically guided enterprise of this kind . . . unless we put blink¬ 

ers on our eyes that narrow our vision to an utterly dogmatic and 

passive-receptive ‘nature-oriented’ outlook” (1992, p. 170; emphasis in 
original). Presumably this is what he means when he postulates a 

more advanced interface with nature” (1982, p. 39) and “a new emi¬ 

nently ecological function: the need to create more fecund gardens’ than 

Eden itself (1982, p. 303). One swoons imagining the Eden Bookchin 
might make of the Canadian barrens. 

One thing is certain: Bookchin's view is anything but passive. 

While we are still in the “prehistory” of such capacities, we are told (a 
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classic Marxian formulation of progress), humans “can intervene in 

[nature], even try to manage it consciously, provided they do so in its 

own behalf as well as society’s” (1982, pp. 34, 39; 1980, p. 271). In¬ 

deed, “human intervention can be as creative as natural evolution it¬ 

self” (1987b, p. 40). Not only does he argue that we have no choice 

but to intervene to some degree in the natural world (a reasonable as¬ 

sumption of inevitable responsibility), but he tells us that humanity has 

a “right to intervene in the natural world, to do even better than ‘blind’ 

nature in fostering variety and natural fecundity” (1982, p. 268; em¬ 

phasis added). 
This species of box puzzle paradox is nothing but a paean to the 

power of technology. We can surmise only general patterns in social 

and natural history; the whole, and the endless minute workings of the 

whole, remain mysteries. Humility about such matters is called for, es¬ 

pecially given our capacity to alter human and nonhuman nature alike 

by wrecking them beyond recognition. Instead, Bookchin’s dialectic of 

freedom turns out to be only a variant of the ideology of bourgeois 

progress and human mastery, a mastery exercised by a “life-form . . . 

that expresses nature’s greatest powers of creativity” (1990, p. 36; em¬ 

phasis in original), which is, in fact, “nature itself rendered self- 

conscious” (1982, p. 315). 
Elsewhere, it is true, he qualifies—for example, his contrast of the 

“Promethean quest ... to ‘dominate nature’” technologically with “the 

ecological ethic of using technology to harmonize humanity’s relation¬ 

ship with nature” (1980, p. 109). Of course, it should be clear by now 

that Bookchin gives little indication of recognizing the difference be¬ 

tween domination and harmony, between Promethean meddling and a 

humble sense of human limits. Historically, the notion of controlling 

nature has typically been legitimated by claims to a higher rationality. 

Prometheus, representing foresight, has always been the hero of the ra¬ 

tionalists, who have forgotten that he comes accompanied by his dull- 

witted brother, Epimetheus, representing hindsight and miscalculated 

catastrophe. After approving Charles Elton’s “sensitive” comment that 

“the world’s future has to be managed,” through a process like “steer¬ 

ing a boat,” Bookchin adds: “What ecology, both natural and social, 

can hope to teach us is the way to find the current and understand the 

direction of the stream” (1982, p. 25). Of course, it is one thing to try 

rationally to steer humanity’s paper boat on the swells, squalls, and 

currents of nature’s great sea, another entirely to think we could steer 

the sea itself, an idea Bookchin takes to hallucinatory extremes, as we 

have seen. 
For a writer whose ideas are based on a notion of potentiality, 

Bookchin’s static idea of technology fails dismally to see technics in 
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their full development—not only the dubious potentiality of their evo¬ 

lution into a liberatory society, but other potentialities that do not fit 

his schema. We do not yet fully know the real meaning of industrial¬ 

ism; it is still being played out in our very being, somatically and ge¬ 

netically, and in the myriad ripples and feedback loops now traveling 

through both human societies and the natural world. In Bookchin’s 

simplistic view of technology, “free municipalities” will one day some¬ 

how stand with shopping bags at the end of their cornucopic assembly 

line, picking and choosing only the technics and products they ration¬ 

ally desire, while somehow avoiding the accompanying “accidents,” 

side effects, and toxic residues. 

Bookchin recognizes that “potentiality must not be mistaken for 

actuality. The great bulk of humanity is not even remotely near an 

understanding of its potentialities . . . [and] a humanity unfulfilled is 

more fearsome than any living being” (1982, p. 237). Yet if we re¬ 

main that unrealized after so much History, Civilization, and Pro¬ 

gress, then a more skeptical view of technology might be called for, 

since neither Bookchin nor anyone else has demonstrated a capacity 

to unlock what he only intuits is humanity’s potential to master a 

vast, complex industrial system and place it in its “proper context.” 

There might in fact be an inherent potentiality toward alienated con¬ 

sciousness and totalitarian control in the modern technology so in- 

sphing to Bookchin that far outweighs its potential for liberatory 

practice. It is, after all, the product of capitalism. Bookchin nowhere 
addresses this possibility. 

Yet for those who have the courage to look clearly at life today, 

the claims of mass technics are already dramatically eroded by decades, 

even centuries, of catastrophe, imperial plunder and war, the unprece¬ 

dented dislocation of human communities, and the ongoing eclipse of 

the human spirit. A new perspective now haunts the industrial capitalist 

necropolis. As inchoate and embryonic as it may now be, this “episte¬ 

mological luddism,” as Winner has called it, is where the real possibil¬ 

ity for social ecology must he. It does not propose “a solution in itself 

but . . . a method of inquiry” that, instead of focusing on obfuscatory 

notions of “use” and “misuse,” “insists that the entire structure of the 

technological order be the subject of its critical inquiry.”38 

Different values are emerging because many people have now seen 

enough of the artificial paradise—in fact, more than they care to see— 

and are seeking pathways to abandon it. Too late, perhaps-we may 

only be seeing the proverbial twilight flight of Minerva’s owl of under¬ 

standing. But whatever the outcome, this sensibility is a natural conse¬ 

quence of the conditions in which we presently find ourselves. Book¬ 

chin himself once wrote that “wherever possible, we must ‘unplug’ our 
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‘inputs’ from a depersonalized, mindless system that threatens to ab¬ 

sorb us into its circuitry” (1982, p. 335). “We can no longer retain 

techniques that wantonly damage human beings and the planet” (1990, 

p. 188). It might even be a reasonable idea to “turn our backs on the 

entire heap,” he says. But since we are too mired in industrialism’s de¬ 

bris to do so, he continues, we must instead “tread cautiously—seeking 

firm ground wherever we can in the real attainments of science and en¬ 

gineering” (1982, pp. 245-246). 

Yet the “real attainments” of science and engineering are hardly 

solid ground, braided as they are into the instrumental reason central 

to the extermmist system. (It’s also difficult to understand how or why 

we should turn our backs on the very “heap” that we’ve been told has 

laid the preconditions for a postscarcity paradise; our dialectician will 

have to sort that out.) Unsure whether or not there is a driver to the 

Megamachine, as we have seen, Bookchin wavers between the poetry of 

the past and the future, finally choosing capital’s future—with its com¬ 

puters, augermatics, and even giant shovels if historical necessity and 

progress demand them—over the otherness of the past. Science, he says, 

should “make room for other metaphysical presuppositions” to illumi¬ 

nate what science cannot know (1982, p. 239), yet ultimately, in the 

face of the greatest crisis in our species’ history, we can find “solid 

ground” only in the epistemologies of domination itself. 

Bookchin’s failure to resolve such contradictions paralyze him, and 

social ecology with him. To redeem social ecology requires returning to 

a starting point that comes from insights provided neither by science 

nor by engineering. As Mumford observed, a “reliance upon mechani¬ 

cal solutions” to our present exigencies would only solidify the Mega- 

machine, “when what is actually required is mechanical simplification 

and human amplification.”39 This view hardly signifies the “return to 

the Stone Age” that Bookchin claims critics of technology desire (1995, 

p. 36); any way out is going to demand a careful negotiation with tech¬ 

nics, a process which Roszak has called “the selective reduction of in¬ 

dustrialism,” requiring “an economics which uses neither people nor 

nature as its proletariat.”40 

We have no choice but to face the legacy that modernity has given 

us. We cannot evade the responsibility to think critically and rationally 

about the crisis we face. But reason is whole. A future social ecology, 

worthy of its desire for redemption and renewal, would recognize that 

it is not in scientific rationality and technological mastery but in other 

domains—starting from an authentically dialectical understanding that 

reorients life around perennial, classic, and aboriginal manifestations of 

wisdom we have yet to address fully—where firm ground, if any, must 

be found. Revolution will be a kind of return. 
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Notes 

1. Here Bookchin is using the word technics to refer to technology in a 

general way, but also to distinguish the reductive instrumentality of modern 

technology from the matrix of craft, art, and ethical values embodied in the 

Greek root tecbne. The pervasive confusion about the word technology and re¬ 

lated terms such as technics and technique is illuminated by Langdon Winner’s 

introduction to his indispensable Autonomous Technology: Technics-Out-of- 

Control as a Theme in Political Thought (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1977), 

pp. 8-10. Winner describes the gradual and eventually dramatic transforma¬ 

tions in our sense of the word technology, from a “specific, limited and un¬ 

problematic meaning” as referring to a “practical art” or the study of the prac¬ 

tical arts, to “an unbelievably diverse collection of phenomena—tools, 

instruments, machines, organizations, methods, techniques, systems, and the 

totality of all these and similar things in our experience” (p. 8). See also my 

Against the Megamachine: Essays in Empire and Its Enemies (New York- 
Autonomedia, 1988), pp. 119-120. 

2. “Although it is all too easy to blame on technics what is really the result 

of bourgeois interest, technics, when divested of any moral constraints, can also 

become demonic under capitalism” (1990, p. 188). Bookchin never explains 

w at might become demonic about technics separate from capitalist “abuse.” It’s 

hard to imagine it happening unless technics has some measure of autonomy. 

42-473 SeC <WC AH L’Ve U1 Bh°pal’” in my ASainst ^e Megamachme, pp. 

4. E.g see Jacques Ellul’s comment that “technology is inevitably part 

of a world that is not inert. It can develop only in relation to that world No 

technology, however autonomous it may be, can develop outside a given eco¬ 

nomic, political, intellectual context” (The Technological System [New York: 
Continuum, 1980], p. 31; see also pp. 18, 303-304). 

5. Lewis Mumford, Technics and Civilization (1934; reprint, New York- 

Harcourt Brace & World, 1962).: “The fact is that in Western Europe the ma¬ 

chine had been developing steadily for at least seven centuries before the dra- 

matic changes that accompanied the ‘industrial revolution’ took place” (p 3) 

In The Myth of the Machine, Vol. 1.- Technics and Human Development and 

U ™eJ™taZ°n °fPower (^w York and London: Harcourt Brace Jova- 
novich, 1967 and 1970, respectively), he develops the idea of the ancient 

megatechmc precursors of modern technological civilization. 
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6. Jacques Camatte, The Wandering of Humanity (Detroit: Black & 

Red, 1975). 

7. One is reminded of anthropologist Eleanor Burke Leacock’s criticism 

of Levi-Strauss, who “does not conceive of structures at different levels as in¬ 

teracting dialectically, i.e., influencing and ultimately transforming each other. 

Instead, his view of relationships among levels is functionalist” (Myths of Male 

Dominance [New York: Monthly Review Press, 1981], p. 218). In Levi- 

Strauss’s case, the mythic communications system makes up the said structure; 

in Bookchin’s the economy and abstract relations of domination. Thus a hier¬ 

archic society produces an industrialism of domination, and a libertarian so¬ 

cialism gives a liberatory industrialism, sort of the way Stalinism provided so¬ 

cialist fallout from its nuclear tests to counter capitalist fallout from those in 

the West. 

8. See his response to a questionnaire in the Fall 1977 issue of CoEvolu- 

tion Quarterly. Rightly criticizing the appropriate technology movement’s “me¬ 

chanical substitutes for a new spiritual community based on mutual aid [and] 

libertarian communism,” he raises the idea of “a liberatory (not morally neu¬ 

tral ‘appropriate’ and ‘intermediate’) technology,” without ever making clear 

what would constitute it. 
9. See Langdon Winner’s excellent survey, Autonomous Technology, esp. 

pp. 306-313, and Joseph Weizenbaum, Computer Power and Human Reason: 

Prom Judgment to Calculation (San Francisco: Freeman, 1976). 

10. Ivan Illich’s book Shadow Work (Boston and London: Marion 

Boyars, 1981) is a valuable source of insight into this history. What Lewis 

Mumford called “the new coalition” of “money power with political power” 

arose along with the state’s military machine, with its dependence on technical 

innovation and the mass production of weapons, leading to an “economic dy¬ 

namism” linked to “bellicose destruction”—the basic features of today’s na¬ 

tional military megastates, with their ultimate weapons. See Mumford, The 

Pentagon of Power, p. 242. 
11. Jacques Ellul, The Technological Society (New York: Knopf, 1964), 

p. 63. 
12. See Karl Polanyi’s The Great Transformation: The Political and Eco¬ 

nomic Origins of Our Time (Boston: Beacon Press, 1971) for useful discussion of 

the emergence of market society. Carolyn Merchant shows the interconnections 

between science, capitalism and technics in creating not only a “new economic 

and scientific order” but a new alienated relation to nature and ourselves—keys 

to understanding the origins and the character of this phenomenon. “A slow but 

unidirectional alienation from the immediate daily organic relationship that had 

formed the basis of human experience from earliest times was occurring. Accom¬ 

panying these changes were alterations in both the theories and experiential bases 

of social organization which had formed an integral part of the organic cosmos” 

(The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology and the Scientific Revolution [New 

York: Harper & Row, 1980], p. 68). Theodore Roszak’s Where the Wasteland 

Ends: Politics and Transcendence in Postindustrial Society (Garden City, NY: 

Doubleday/Anchor, 1973) is an excellent survey of this transformation. 

13. Mumford, Pentagon of Power, p. 327. 
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14. Mumford’s Pentagon of Power and Bookchin’s Post-Scarcity Anar¬ 

chism both appeared in 1970-1971. 

15. Thus the fallacy of John Clark’s claim that “Bookchin rejects the view 

. . . that technology can be looked upon instrumentally, as a means toward ei¬ 

ther liberation or domination, depending on how it is used.” In fact, the up¬ 

shot of Clark’s own discussion of this question in Bookchin makes the opposite 

conclusion clear. See 1980, pp. 24-25, 255-256, and Clark, The Anarchist 

Moment (Montreal and Buffalo: Black Rose Books, 1984), pp. 207-212. 

16. Bookchin made this claim in 1965, reaffirmed it in 1970, and has 

never reconsidered it. Mumford had a less sanguine view of this “faith”: “The 

notion that automation gives any guarantee of human liberation is a piece of 

wishful thinking” (Pentagon of Power, p. 191). Bookchin’s enthusiasm about 

computers was ironically accurate, though. As Whole Earth Catalogue founder 

Stewart Brand told the April 1994 issue of the magazine Outside, “Computers 

won out. Everything else failed. Communes failed, dope failed, politics failed. 

The main thing that survived and thrived was the computer.” 

17. In Forces of Production.: A Social Plistory of Industrial Automation 

(New York: Knopf, 1984), David Noble points out that efforts of total auto¬ 

mation have proven to be “a flight from reality.” As Theodore Roszak notes in 

a discussion of Noble’s argument, a “workerless production process loaded 

with sensors, monitors, counters, alarms, self-actuated repair devices’ ... is 

more and more prone to breakdown or malfunction,” reaching “a level of 

complexity and delicacy that finally overwhelms the ability of those who must 

use them. ‘The greater complexity required to adjust for unreliability,’ Noble 

comments, ‘merely adds to the unreliability.’” See Roszak’s useful and readable 

The Cult of Information: A Neo-Luddite Treatise on High Tech, Artificial In¬ 

telligence, and the True Art of Thinking (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University 
of California Press, 1986), pp. 128-129. 

18. Leo Marx, The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral 

Ideal in America (London and New York: Oxford University Press 1973) nn 
40 and 198-205. ’ 

19. He has changed his mind about nuclear power, it is true It is now 

“intrinsically evil” (1990, p. 188). But even hydroelectric and geothermal 

power schemes have proven disastrous, and wind is highly problematic, and 

not purely because of corporate avarice. As far as his “evolution” goes, Book- 

cun has practiced singularly bad faith. He is not above touting the prescience 

of his “new approach,” his early attempt to “go beyond . . . traditional trends 

in environmentalism,” explored in his own “pioneering articles,” citing those 

quoted above (1990, pp. 154-155). When a letter to the Canadian anarchist 

magazine Kick It Over raised questions about his views in the 1960s, however 

te called the use of quotations from his work “immoral and cynical.” The es¬ 

says, he fumed, could not be taken out of the context of their time, “when 

mechanization, and even controlled thermonuclear reactors, were seen as desir- 

?,.e by ™e—and g^en [their] time, I have no regrets whatever for having held 

this view (1989a, p. 18; emphasis in original). 

20. It was capitalism, of course—the kind of society that according to 

ookchm himself must create inherently antiecological technics—that created 
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such “material possibilities.” Mumford argued that it was in the crucible of 

World War II and the postwar period that the modern Megamachine was 

forged. Weizenbaum, in fact, points to the timeliness of cybernation after 

World War II—in averting “catastrophic crises” for American capitalist and 

military elites in managing an increasingly complex global empire. See Com¬ 

puter Power and Human Reason, pp. 27—28. 

21. Mumford, Pentagon of Power, p. 330. Bookchin provides only a radi¬ 

cal veneer to another kind of surrender to this bribe. Despite interesting paral¬ 

lels in their work, this failure in Bookchin illuminates one of the critical differ¬ 

ences between them. Even with its many limitations and contradictions, 

Mumford’s work is more profound, more suggestive, and ultimately more use¬ 

ful to a future social ecology than Bookchin’s. 

22. Christopher Lasch, The Minimal Self (New York and London: Nor¬ 

ton, 1984), pp. 46, 30, 41. See also Stuart Ewen, Captains of Consciousness: 

Advertising and the Social Roots of the Consumer Culture (New York: 

McGraw-Hill, 1976). 

23. Marshall Sahlins, Stone-Age Economics (New York: Aldine, 1972), 

p. 2. Bookchin confuses the objective conditions of consumerism that com¬ 

pel people to buy products created for the market by corporations (which 

means that needs aren’t so much false as they are artificial), with the subjec¬ 

tive conditions that bring people to consider as basic necessities irrational 

products that they could easily do without. He dismisses criticism of con¬ 

sumerism as a middle class liberal environmentalist shibboleth (see, e.g., 

1994, pp. 26-28; 1990, pp. 71-72, 1989b). There is never any complicity 

with the “grow-or-die” economy in his scenario; consumers are always the 

passive victims of corporations, never the willing participants in demonstra¬ 

tions to maintain the production of “Classic” Coca Cola. Populist rhetoric 

does nothing to illuminate the subjective conditions of modern capitalism 

among either those who benefit relatively from them or those who go with¬ 

out. 
24. “To sense and comprehend after action is not worthy of being called 

comprehension,” we read in an ancient Taoist text. “Deep knowledge is to be 

aware of disturbance before disturbance, to be aware of danger before danger, 

to be aware of destruction before destruction, to be aware of calamity before 

calamity” (quoted in Thomas Cleary’s Introduction to Sun Tzu’s The Art of 

War [Boston and London: Shambhala, 1988], p. 3). 

25. Winner, Autonomous Technology, pp. 204-205. 

26. Mumford, Pentagon of Power, pp. 137-138. 
27. Masanobu Fukuoka, The One-Straw Revolution: An Introduction to 

Natural Farming (Emmaus, PA: Rodale Press, 1978), pp. 110-111. 

28. Lasch, The Minimal Self, p. 43. 
29. Wendell Berry, The Unsettling of America (New York: Avon Books, 

1978), pp. 43-45; emphasis in original. 
30. Ivan Illicit, Tools for Conviviality (New York: Harper & Row, 1973), 

pp. 49-50. See also Illich’s Toward a History of Needs ( New York: Pantheon 

Books, 1978), p. 67. Illicit is also a problematic and contradictory writer—a 

discussion far beyond the scope of this essay. 
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31. Karl Marx, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 (Mos¬ 

cow: Progress Publishers, 1974), p. 70; emphasis in original. 

32. Winner, Autonomous Technology, pp. 36-40; Mary Shelley’s Frank¬ 

enstein, quoted by Winner, p. 311. The word “ultimately” must be stressed 

here; Winner is not arguing that elites do not make critical decisions con¬ 

cerning the direction of technics. Yet while capitalist economic imperatives 

shape and direct technological development, technological synergism also de¬ 

termines the direction of economic imperatives. See Winner, Autonomous 

Technology, pp. 202, 227-228; Ellul, Technological Society, pp. 255-265; 

and C. Wright Mills, The Causes of World War Three (New York: Simon 
and Schuster, 1958). 

33. Ellul, Technological System, p. 203. 

34. Winner, Autonomous Technology, pp. 200—203. 

35. Cornelius Castoriadis, “The Crisis of Marxism and the Crisis of Poli¬ 

tics,” in Society and Nature, Vol. 2, September-December, 1992, p. 205. Book- 

chin consistently commits errors in this regard. One glaring example is his 

treatment of the clock, no labor-saving device at all, since it does no work. Its 

triumphal invention, he says, “lessened the need for arduous toil and greatly 

increased the effectiveness of craft production” (1982, p. 258). The clock is, of 

course, the quintessential autonomous machine, bringing a completely new to¬ 

tality into operation. “The invention and perfection of the mechanical clock,” 

writes Mumford, “was the decisive move toward automation” (Pentagon of 

Power pp. 176-177). The Benedictines, who developed the mechanical clock, 

were perhaps the original founders of modern capitalism,” he says, “for the 

clock is not merely a means of keeping track of the hours, but of synchronizing 

the actions of men.” See Technics and Civilization (New York: Harcourt Brace 
& World, 1963), pp. 13-14. 

36. In The Cult of Information, Roszak discusses a form of “computer 

Alzheimer’s” that is rendering many programs—including in very sensitive and 

potentially dangerous systems—unreadable and erratic because of the inevita¬ 

ble layered changes that many different programmers have made on them over 
time. See pp. 193-195. 

37. Roszak, Where the Wasteland Ends, pp. 236-237. 

38. Winner, Autonomous Technology, pp. 325-235, 226. 
39. Mumford, Pentagon of Power, p. 286. 
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Chapter 8 

'Small' Is Neither 
Beautiful nor Ugly; 
It Is Merely Small" 
Technology and the Future 
of Social Ecology 

ERIC STOWE HIGGS 

Introduction 

That technology is a central theme in the work of Murray Bookchin is 

an inescapable conclusion for any reader.1 It features prominently in al¬ 

most every one of his texts. For example, in introducing the idea of ma¬ 

terial abundance in the opening essay of Post-Scarcity Anarchism he 
writes: 

This technological revolution, culminating in cybernation, has created the 

objective, quantitative basis for a world without class rule, exploitation, 

tod or material want. The means now exist for the development of the 

rounded man, the total man, freed of guilt and the workings of authori¬ 

tarian modes of training, and given over to desire and the sensuous appre¬ 
hension of the marvelous.2 

A substantial portion of Toward an Ecological Society is taken up with 

describing the hberatory possibilities of alternate technology. Two of 

twelve chapters of his major theoretical work, The Ecology of Free¬ 

dom, concern technology. In the final chapter of Remaking Society, 

240 
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“technology and decentralization” is the penultimate section. Clearly, a 

critical evaluation of technology has an important function in 

Bookchin’s overall program of social ecology. 

A review of writings by and about Bookchin, however, reveals no 

critical interpretation of his ideas about technology/ George Bradford, 

in his blistering criticism of deep ecology that is also sympathetic to 

Bookchin’s social ecology, writes in the first footnote, 

While Bookchin responds powerfully [in his essay “Thinking Ecologically: 

A Dialectical Approach”] to the entire discussion on the question of hu¬ 

manism and the dangerous mixture in deep ecology of sentimental mysti¬ 

cism and a harshly instrumental scientistic methodology, his notion that 

“human intervention into natural process can be as creative as that of 

natural evolution itself” suggests the very technological hubris that deep 

ecology confuses with humanism. Given Bookchin’s view of creative hu¬ 

man intervention (and his naive position on technology in Post-Scarcity 

Anarchism), what is his attitude toward biotechnology, which uses the 

same essential argument in legitimating its destructive meddling into the 

fundamental structures of nature? Bookchin’s perspective needs a thor¬ 

ough critique which hopefully will be undertaken soon.4 

It is ironic that a writer as influential and provocative as Bookchin 

would be subject to (almost) no critical scrutiny of a main feature of his 

work. Several key questions can be raised concerning this theoretical 

lapse. Why is there so little secondary use of his writings on technol¬ 

ogy? Why has Bookchin not been regarded as an important commenta¬ 

tor by scholars of technology? What is it about his view of technology 

that occludes such reflection? Does the structure of his theory of tech¬ 

nology limit the potential for social ecology as an emanicipatory social 

and political project? If this is the case, can the theory be reformed such 

that it provides a solid ground for the flourishing of social ecology (or 

at the very least, appropriate recognition for its accomplishments)?5 

In this essay I will argue that Bookchin promotes a kind of techno¬ 

logical pluralism in theory that provides little purchase on the larger 

political and philosophical questions central to his work: the dissolu¬ 

tion of hierarchy, the development of a “free” nature, and so on. Sig¬ 

nificant aspects of his view of technology reflect a common instrumen¬ 

tal view of technology. According to this view, technology has no moral 

value apart from that which is vested in it by the users of those devices 

and machines. This kind of instrumentalism is now widely regarded by 

scholars of technology as unhelpful in forming a coherent political un¬ 

derstanding of the significance of technology. My purpose is to provide 

commentary on Bookchin’s use of technology, criticism that I hope will 

strengthen what is surely one of the most coherent and hope-inducing 
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sets of radical environmental reforms in the contemporary period. This 

criticism would be much easier if Bookchin displayed only a naive in¬ 

strumentalism. In fact, his account of technology is complicated by con¬ 

cepts such as “managerial radicalism” and his typically incisive ideas 

about institutional life and state authority. Indeed, several different 

strains of technology theory operate, at times simultaneously, in his 

work. For this reason I present three different readings—pluralism as 

confusion, pluralism as evolution, and pluralism as pragmatism—that 

together provide a more coherent account of Bookchin’s views about 

technology and also point to the need for a coherent philosophy of 

technology within social ecology. 

In sorting through Bookchin’s concepts of technology, I intend to 

accomplish three tasks: first, to explicate his understanding of the func¬ 

tion of technology; second, to suggest why this view of technology is 

inadequate when judged against other more sophisticated views of tech¬ 

nology; and third, to propose a theoretical stance concerning technol¬ 

ogy that is more useful to his ultimate goal of “remaking society.” 

More than this, I believe that it is important to articulate a theoretical 

position that can advance social ecology more generally; it just so hap¬ 

pens that this goal is coterminal with a critical treatment of Bookchin. 

In the last section of this essay, I will appeal to the work of a contem¬ 

porary communitarian philosopher of technology, Albert Borgmann. 

All of this has the practical end of advancing social ecology as a philo¬ 

sophical, political, and social program. 

If it is not already clear, this criticism is offered in a spirit of re¬ 

spect and solidarity. When I studied at the Institute for Social Ecology 

in 1986 it was apparent to most of my fellow students that social ecol¬ 

ogy offered a coherent, radical political alternative to various nascent 

environmental theories such as deep ecology. The polarization and 

eventual marginalization of social ecology following a series of virulent 

exchanges between Bookchin and various deep ecologists in the late 

1980s, coupled with Bookchin’s detachment from many of his former 

collaborators, correspondents, and colleagues, was difficult to imagine 

a decade ago. This volume is one attempt to revive an appreciation for 

the liberatory possibilities of social ecology, to share some of the bur¬ 

den of responsibility for developing its theoretical positions, and to 

straighten out some of the misinterpretations appearing now in the lit¬ 

erature. Despite the hybridization of deep ecology, it remains unfocused 

theoretically, essentialist in its view of nature, and indiscriminate in as- 

signmg responsibility for contemporary environmental crises.7 It was 

urray Bookchin’s Toward an Ecological Society that inspired me as a 

graduate student to seriously address the role of technology in thinking 

t rough political change. It came as a welcome antidote to ceaseless en- 
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thusiastic reports from the alternate technology front: “Devices will set 

us free!” The title for this chapter is borrowed from a passage in The 

Ecology of Freedom that itself was apparently borrowed from Tony 

Mullaney.8 “Small is beautiful,” of course, is the expression coined by 

E. F. Schumacher and which became a virtual chant for appropriate 

technologists in the 1970s and 1980s. No slight is intended to this in¬ 

spired work, but as it became absorbed in the mass culture of environ¬ 

mentalism in the 1970s, anything small in the way of technology be¬ 

came something of value. Bookchin exploded this notion by showing 

how small technologies could be just as destructive as large ones for so¬ 

cial and ecological communities.9 To understand technology requires 

peering into the background of social and political arrangements. Un¬ 

fortunately, this point is largely lost, and my essay is an attempt to 

bring this kind of analysis once again back into the common conversa¬ 

tion and struggle for the future of social ecology. 

Theoretical Pluralism 

What is an accurate and concise characterization of Bookchin’s theory 

of technology, indeed the theory of technology that currently supports 

social ecology? The answer, I believe, is a kind of technological plural¬ 

ism that grants gives priority to instrumentalism. There are several 

ways in which one can read such pluralism: as an indication of pro¬ 

found theoretical confusion; as an evolution from a naive instrumental¬ 

ism in the early Bookchin to a much more sophisticated reading of 

technology in his more recent writings; or as a pragmatic response to 

various social and theoretical demands. A plausible case can be made 

for any of these readings, but no individual perspective captures the es¬ 

sence of the entire program of technology within social ecology. More 

important, these readings, either alone or in combination, are insuffi¬ 

cient to comfort an underlying concern that social ecology is stymied 

by the lack of a coherent theory of technology. 
Bookchin argues openly for what I term a pluralist general theory 

of social ecology, best typified in this passage from The Ecology of 

Freedom: 

It has become clear to me that it was the unity of my views—their eco¬ 
logical holism, not merely their individual components—that gave them a 
radical thrust. That a society is decentralized, that it is farmed organically, 
or that it reduces pollution—none of these measures by itself or even in 
limited combination with others makes an ecological society. . . . Com¬ 
bined in a coherent whole and supported by a consistently radical prac- 
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tice, however, these views challenge the status quo in a far-reaching man¬ 

ner—in the only manner commensurate with the nature of the crisis.10 

His unified theory is an amalgam of concepts bonded together by the 

adhesive of his central organizing principle: a pathology of domination. 

The main principle, which is detailed exhaustively as the “emergence 

and dissolution of hierarchy in The Ecology of Freedom, is supported 

as he suggests by individual components drawn from the radical Left, a 

combination of nineteenth-century anarchism, orthodox Marxism, and 

the neo-Marxism of the Frankfurt School. What is crucial for any inter¬ 

preter of Bookchin s social ecology is not the individual theories, which 

he would prefer left aside for his privileged interpretation, but the unity 

of their expression.11 The dutiful social ecologist is asked to accept 

wholeheartedly the master reading of Greek philosophy, social and po¬ 

litical philosophies of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and 

modern radical theory, and concentrate on the genius of the combina¬ 

tion. That so many have been swayed by this particular unity is a testa¬ 

ment to Bookchin s radical vision. However, in order for social ecology 

to gain a wider audience and realize the revolutionary potential latent 

in its broadest outlines, constructive critics must concentrate (and be al¬ 

lowed to concentrate) on retracing and reconfiguring some of the steps 
taken by Bookchin. 

His theoretical eclecticism does not require a consistent theory of 

technology to integrate seamlessly with the core. In its place we find 

an exotic assortment of theories and observations about technology, 

some of which bear connection with one another and others that are 

by any account incommensurable. This is fertile ground for planting 

multiple interpretations and may well explain, as I mentioned earlier, 

w y it is that Bookchin has received so little attention for his views 

on technology by other theorists of technology and why social ecol¬ 

ogy is missing an incisive account of technology. He proceeds with 

i l/egard for contemporary philosophers and theorists of technol- 
ogy. Passmg reference is made to Lewis Mumford’s substantial radi¬ 

cal libertarian theories of technology and to Langdon Winner’s so- 

fm 1Stu ™C1S7S- iacques Ellul, arguably the single scholar who 
aunched North American critical interpretation of technology in the 
L 60s, is scarcely mentioned. Even Hans Jonas’s work on technology 

ie Imperative of Responsibility, which was published in English "in 

, is missing, despite Bookchin’s demonstrated respect for this 

critical theorist At the very least, a consideration of these theoretical 

positions would enrich social ecology by providing it with coherence 
and wider intellectual and popular support. 
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Pluralism as Confusion 

The first of the three readings of Bookchin’s pluralist views on technol¬ 

ogy is articulated by David Watson (Chapter 7, this volume). Watson, a 

regular contributor to Fifth Estate, an anarchist broadside, is clearly 

sympathetic to social ecology. However, in “Social Ecology and the 

Problem of Technology,” he dismantles Bookchm’s position on technol¬ 

ogy by arguing that Bookchin has done a disservice to social ecology by 

perpetuating an incoherent theory of technology. In his detailed and un¬ 

compromising exegesis, which covers much of Bookchin’s published 

work, Watson exposes several views of technology. The most distinctive 

shows Bookchin as an unapologetic champion of a hodgepodge of so- 

called alternative, appropriate, and labor-saving technologies. On this 

view, technology is a means to reach the proper end of an ecological so¬ 

ciety. This objective involves the replacement of human labor with ma¬ 

chine labor, a point that Watson suggests echoes a familiar Marxist 

view. In Remaking Society, Bookchin writes “that a high premium 

would be placed on labor-saving devices—be they computers or auto¬ 

matic machinery—that would free human beings from needless toil and 

give them unstructured leisure time for their self-cultivation as individu¬ 

als and citizens.”lj 
In 1989 Bookchm’s instrumentalism reached an embarrassing cres¬ 

cendo with his call “to turn the Canadian barrens—a realm that is still 

suspended ecologically between the highly destructive glacial world of 

the ice ages and the richly variegated, life-sustaining world of temperate 

forest zones—into an area supporting a rich variety of biota.”14 This 

outrageous proposal demonstrates a lack of understanding of the cul¬ 

tural and ecological realities of the circumpolar arctic. Watson does a 

good job of showing how this technological optimism grows to an op¬ 

pressive scale when the fragments from Bookchin’s various writings on 

technology are placed together. What was once enticing to me as a stu¬ 

dent—a radical political program that incorporated an elaborate de¬ 

scription of communal ecotechnologies—is rendered as an uncritical in¬ 

strumentalism. 
However, to engrave Bookchin’s writings with a crude instrumen¬ 

talism is unfair. Watson articulates another competing strain that offers 

an antidote to instrumentalism, namely, the view that technology does 

more than merely amplify social realities: technology is a social con¬ 

struction. Throughout his work Bookchin voices two apparently dia¬ 

metric opinions, one that holds technology to be a collection of instru¬ 

mentalities and the other that suggests that the technical imagination is 

unever socially neutral.”15 In places, he is clear about the social and po- 
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Iitical content of technologies, so clear that one almost forgets his in¬ 
strumentalism. He writes, for instance: 

Solar power, wind power, methane, and geothermal power are merely 

power insofar as the devices for using them are needlessly complex, bu¬ 

reaucratically controlled, corporately owned or institutionally centralized. 

Admittedly, they are less dangerous to the physical health of human be¬ 

ings than power derived from nuclear and fossil fuels, but they are clearly 

dangerous to the spiritual, moral and social health of humanity if they are 

tieated merely as technologies that do not involve new relations between 
people and nature and within society itself.16 

On first reading The Ecology of Freedom, I was struck by this searing 
observation: 

The historic problem of technics lies not in its size or scale, its “softness” 

or “hardness,” much less the productivity or efficiency that earned it the 

naive reverence of earlier generations; the problem lies in how we can 

contain, (that is, absorb) technics within an emancipatory society. In itself, 

“small” is neither beautiful nor ugly; it is merely small. Some of the most 

dehumanizing and centralized social systems were fashioned out of very 

small’ technologies; but bureaucracies, monarchies, and military forces 

turned these systems into brutalizing cudgels to subdue humankind and 
later, to try to subdue nature.17 

Watson argues that the essential problem with Bookchin’s view of 
technology is his willingness to accept the idea that the margins of a 

capitalist economy can shift easily to the core of an ecological society: 

it is confused to think that the odious aspects of capitalist technology 

can be converted to the ends of liberation. Bookchin is caught in a 

Marxist mode of believing that technologies can be converted from bad 

to good, from “swords” into “ploughshares” in the Christian idiom 

and it is this view that exposes his instrumentalism. In Post-Scarcity 

Anarchism and Toward an Ecological Society, where we witness the 

most programmatic descriptions of an ecotechnological society, it is 

clear that for Bookchin the radical challenge of technology is the ap¬ 

propriation of devices for liberatory ends, in spite of their being a prod¬ 

uct o capitalist production. This criticism can be blunted as well As 

Watson notes, Bookchin, especially in his earlier work, focuses on 

s owing how modern technologies constitute an entirely new character 
and potential for revolutionary change. In the end, Watson makes a 

convincing case that Bookchin’s theory of technology is confused, rep¬ 

resenting an unreasonable combination of Marxist theory and techno¬ 
logical optimism. y 
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Pluralism as Evolution 

Another way of interpreting Bookchin’s pluralism is through an evolu¬ 

tionary explanation. Early in his writing career, in the late 1950s, he 

viewed technology from an anarcho-syndicalist perspective, arriving at 

the realization of pervasive environmental damage caused by industrial 

agriculture (the subject, largely, of his first book, Our Synthetic Envi¬ 

ronment). Following Watson’s argument, Bookchin also shows a strong 

strain of an older Marxism, one in which technology is seen through 

the eyes of an industrial worker.1* During the 1960s and 1970s, a pe¬ 

riod characterized by massive, at times progressive, cultural upheaval in 

North America, Bookchin developed in full form the program of social 

ecology. By 1982, with the publication of The Ecology of Freedom, he 

had established a new way of thinking about ecological questions in a 

political context and had gained a reputation as an uncompromising 

radical thinker. The two chapters on technology in The Ecology of 

Freedom—“Two Images of Technology” and “The Social Matrix of 

Technology”—display a much richer understanding of the social and 

political context of technology than his previous work. 
Alan Rudy and Andrew Light detected this evolution in their 

analysis of Bookchin’s minimal treatment of social labor in producing a 

radical social ecology. They suggest that “Bookchin’s hopes for modern 

technology were initially extraordinarily high” and that his subsequent 

“ecotopic visions have become increasingly low-technology affairs.” 

They attach this change in viewpoint to other aspects of his theory: “As 

Bookchin’s views on technology have changed, so have his views on 

revolutions in developed countries and on the political tactics de- 
59^0 

manded by the modern situation.” 
Watson notes some development, but is much less sanguine that it 

constitutes a profound realignment, arguing against the idea of a maturity 

of Bookchin’s views on technology over the years. This pluralism-as- 

evolution reading bears recognition, but we should also take Watson s ar¬ 

gument seriously. Even if we were to strip away Bookchin s early writings 

on technology, an obviously misguided hermeneutic practice, we are left 

with the inconsistencies and confusions in his later work. 

Pluralism as Pragmatism 

The third reading, a more charitable view of Bookchin s pluralism, sug¬ 

gests that the confusion evident in his account of technology is a prag¬ 

matic strategy to achieve a theoretical “unity from various and not al¬ 

ways easily connected positions. This strategic pastiche of existing 

theories has one obvious benefit: it is assured of attracting the attention 
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of committed anarchists and libertarian socialists, and also a wider 

revolutionary audience. This kind of strategy has traditionally received 

poor billing by activists as opportunism and by theorists, as noted ear¬ 

lier, as simply confused. Andrew Light and Eric Katz, however, have 

provided us with a way of interpreting such a strategy: “The call for 

moral pluralism, the decreasing importance of theoretic debates and the 

placing of practical issues of policy consensus in the foreground of con- 

cern, are central aspects of our conception of environmental pragma- 
ficm 

Recall that Watson believes that Bookchin’s theory of technology is 

a muddle that “paralyzefs]” Bookchin “and social ecology with him.”22 

But what if we read Bookchin as an environmental pragmatist? Instead 

of receiving his instrumentalism as a throwback to an old-style Marx¬ 

ism, we can instead consider his multiple tacks with technology as an 

attempt to salvage the best of capitalism (e.g., sophisticated ecotech- 

nologies) and graft these on to his radical municipalism. Similarly, we 

could imagine his approach to technology on two levels. The first is his 

conversion of capital production to serve his “nonauthoritarian Com¬ 

mune of communes,”23 and the second is his awareness of the social 

and political construction of technology. At the first level we find his 

extensive proposals for “ecotechnologies.” The second level provides a 

more abstract design, based on an understanding of the political and 

social contexts of technology including the principles of emancipation 

and ecological justice, for the practical alternatives to flourish. The 

problem with this reading, as Watson would no doubt point out, is that 

it cannot be verified through a close reading of Bookchin’s work. For 
such a reading to be successful, Bookchin would hsvp m 

•onmental pragmatism. Adhering to 

pragmatism, especially the need to 
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produce coherent theories to explain one’s more practical moves, 

Bookchin’s view of technology falls back to the first reading. In sum, 

each of the three readings offers a helpful way of understanding what 

Bookchin is up to regarding technology. 
In the end, however, the pluralism-as-confusion reading makes the 

most sense. Pluralism, in Bookchin’s case with a strong dose of instrumen¬ 

talism, works against a popular understanding of the patterns of life cre¬ 

ated by systems of modern technology. The widespread belief that tech¬ 

nology is politically inert has given rise to a disturbing lack of radical 

ambition and activism around issues such as reproductive technologies, 

industrial agriculture, corporate distribution systems, franchise market¬ 

ing, so-called ecofriendly products, electronic networking, and comput¬ 

erization of the workplace. While Bookchin is acutely aware of these is¬ 

sues, and while his writings are peppered with indictments of these 

resistant strains of modern capitalism, he is not able to offer up much 

more than “alternative technology” as an antidote. Without a theoretical 

position that shows how technology connects to politics, technology will 

remain a neutral conduit for various social and political activities. In¬ 

stead, technology needs to be recognized properly as a set of contempo¬ 

rary patterns that define contemporary notions of passivity, consump¬ 

tion, alienation, and domination. Once technology is truly understood, 

oppositional movements based on social ecology will have a much better 

chance of achieving decentralized nonhierarchical “free” communities 

well integrated with nature. The next steps in the reconstructive process 

are to identify the various genera of theories of technology, locate an ap¬ 

propriate metatheoretical location for Bookchin’s viewpoint, and propose 

a coherent and compatible philosophy of technology for social ecology. 

The Limits of the Social Ecological Theory of Technology 

Where does Bookchin’s theory of technology fit within the philosophy 

of technology? Albert Borgmann suggests that current and recent theo¬ 

ries of technology can be described by three “essential types: the sub¬ 

stantive, the instrumentalist, and the pluralist views of technology. 

Those who had a substantive view of technology behold a world in 

which artifacts and procedures utterly define the operation of social 

life. Typically, a substantivist regards technology as a debilitating force, 

one that acts in its own right against the best intentions of its makers. 

From this we derive the well-known and controversial idea of techno¬ 

logical determinism.25 Jacques Ellul is certainly the best example of the 

substantivist view. His work portrays a spiritually denuded society 

composed of individuals who have given up their own autonomy to the 

autonomy of machinery. His exhaustive social studies of modern life, 
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especially his The Technological Society, leave little room for reform. 

Borgmann suggests that “the substantive view is theoretically inviting 

because of its ambition and radicality. It seeks to give a comprehensive 

elucidation of our world by reducing its perplexing features and 

changes to one force or principle. That principle, technology, serves to 

explain everything, but it remains itself entirely unexplained and ob¬ 

scure. The difficulty is that once one passes by the initial allure of 

the description of life in a technological society, one is left standing be¬ 
side a theory that merely demonizes technology. 

By far the most common view of technology belongs to the instru¬ 

mentalist, who believes technology constitutes the material amplifica¬ 

tion of human action. The instrumentalist comprehends contemporary 

high technology as a seamless extension of all previous tools and ma¬ 

chinery; the difference is one of quantity, not of quality. The most sig¬ 

nificant aspect of this view is the moral separation of user and tool. 

Tools themselves are regarded as morally inert or neutral. All conse¬ 

quence or value is shifted to the tool maker or tool user. The instru¬ 

mentalist view of technology is, as Borgmann suggests, “congenial to 

that liberal democratic tradition which holds that it is the task of the 

state to provide means for the good life but wants to leave to private 

ettorts the establishment and pursuit of ultimate values.”27 He contin¬ 

ues by observing that radical critics of social life often find a variant of 

instrumentalism acceptable. For them, it is naive to ignore the ends of a 
political—technological order: 

A penetrating inquiry of technology must inevitably be a social critique 

This approach, sometimes called “politicized technology,” is an important 

kind of instrumentalism. Indeed, if one is persuaded that the political di¬ 

mension is decisive in human endeavors, any analysis of technology can 

evaluated as to its political salience, and it becomes possible to give an 

array of prominent analyses from left to right.28 

The promiscuous political function of instrumentalism is one reason for 

BooTh' amy’ u t“o hdpS f° explain wh>' a radical the°rist such a 
Bookchm would find ,t so congenial. Instrumentalism is difficult to 
criticize because a sufficiently local and short-term way all artifacts 

and procedures are morally neutral. However, this ignores the social 

ecological and political context in which these things reside A means 
IS never independent of its ends. S ’ S 

A third view—pluralism—opens up through the combination of 
substantivism and instrumentalism. Substantivism provides a dark and 
constrained picture of reality which we know to be both true at a gen 

cvc wren considering the interconnectivity of global industrial 
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systems, and false at a local level when we are able to provide direct 

counterexamples to the power of technology from our own experience. 

The latter, instrumentalism, explains much at the local level but is 

hopelessly inadequate to account for the magnitude of technological ef¬ 

fects on social life and politics. A pluralist admits many kinds of expla¬ 

nation and accounts of technology into his or her view. When explana¬ 

tory problems arise—for example, the inadequacy of instrumentalism 

in accounting for political realities—the pluralist provides counterex¬ 

amples that solve or challenge the particular problem. Such an ad hoc 

approach permits a remarkably wide range of viewpoints to operate si¬ 

multaneously, and if taken far enough, lends the impression that there 

is no adequate account of the character of technology. Borgmann coun¬ 

sels against this perspective: 

Technology, in fact, does not take shape in a prohibitively complex way, 

where for any endeavor there are balancing counterendeavors so that no 

striking overall pattern becomes visible. It is intuitively apparent that in 

modern technology the face of the earth is transformed in a radically 

novel way; and that transformation is possible only on the basis of strong 

and pervasive social agreements and by way of highly disciplined and co¬ 

ordinated efforts. These crucial matters escape the pluralist’s minute and 
OQ 

roving scrutiny. ■ 

This account of pluralism captures precisely the way in which 

Bookchin uses theories of technology. His instrumentalism is tempered 

with what I earlier called a social constructivist view, that is, the belief 

that the value of technology is shaped by the context of social practices. 

These are freely admixed such that the result is more like an agglom¬ 

eration than an alloy. Bookchin rarely resorts to a substantivist position 

except as a rhetorical device to emphasize a specific and foreboding as¬ 

pect of technology. Most of the time, he is remarkably cheerful about 

the potential of alternative technologies. 
The question that springs directly from this analysis is: Why is a 

coherent theory necessary? I have hinted earlier in this chapter that co¬ 

herence is vital for social ecology to prosper and that raiding various 

theories of technology without proper regard for the work of contem¬ 

porary theorists of technology will hamper the long-term agenda of so¬ 

cial ecology. More specifically, the current pluralism of social ecology, 

in the absence of a metatheory of technology that would orient its vari¬ 

ous views, provides no clear description of the social and political func¬ 

tion of technology. If social ecology is to prosper, it requires a diagnos¬ 

tic political theory—one capable of articulating clearly how the various 

features of a technological society operate in relation to political ends. 
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There is no theory of technology in Bookchin’s work that provides such 

a means. Social ecology, with its emphasis on communalism, freedom, 

and ecology, should have a theory of technology that enlarges these fea¬ 

tures and provides at least the hint of how to proceed toward these 

ends. Watson calls for such a view, I think, at the end of his essay, sug¬ 

gesting that we must search for politically progressive pathways not 

along the traditional routes of science and technology, but along the 

paths blazed by an enduring, community-based knowledge. The search 

for such a theory, then, must step outside the constructs of scientific 

and technological rationality, resist the debilities (and temptations) of 

contemporary capitalism, provide diagnostic interpretation, and set a 

sense of direction for the future of social ecology. Does such a theory 

exist? The answer, as one would expect, is a tentative yes. Borgmann 

describes what a theory should adhere to if it is to avoid the problems 
of substantivism, instrumentalism, and pluralism: 

Clearly, the theory of technology that we seek should avoid the liabilities 

and embody the virtues of the dominant views. It should emulate the 

boldness and incisiveness of the substantive version without leaving the 

character of technology obscure. It should reflect our common intuitions 

and exhibit the lucidity of the instrumentalist theory while overcoming 

the latter s superficiality. And it should take account of the manifold em¬ 

pirical evidence that impresses the pluralist investigations and yet be able 

to uncover an underlying and orienting order in all that diversity.30 

This provides the broad criteria for a theory, but we must ensure 
also that it fits with the political sensibilities of social ecology. One ob¬ 

vious starting place would be the Marxist theories of technology ad¬ 

vanced, for example, by Feenberg and Jonas. They share a radical po¬ 

litical commitment with Bookchin, but they are hampered by 

Bookchin’s uneasy relationship with Marxist theory. In any case in 

spite of their crucial contributions, neither Feenberg nor Jonas provides 

a diagnostic theory of technology, that is, a theory that explains the op¬ 

eration of contemporary technological patterns.31 Another starting 

point is a communitarian philosophy of technology, and I turn to this 
view for unconventional inspiration. 

Toward a Renovated Theory of Technology 
for Social Ecology 

The philosophical investigation of technology has blossomed 

two decades to the point where many major departments of 
in the past 

philosophy 
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in North America can lay claim to specialists in the area. A conversa¬ 

tion about theory has opened among philosophers, social scientists, 

natural scientists, humanists, and engineers. The results of this work 

are impressive and controversial. A new constructivist method has 

gained prominence to show how practices and beliefs in science and 

technology are elementally social and political activities, and as such 

are subject to critical interpretation.’2 

Technology studies have tended to be largely descriptive, and it is 

this descriptive base that has provided as impetus for theoretical devel¬ 

opment. A variety of important philosophical positions have been ar¬ 

ticulated, covering epistemological, ontological, and moral issues.33 

However, until the publication, in 1984, of Albert Borgmann’s Technol¬ 

ogy and the Character of Contemporary Life (hereafter cited as TCCL), 

no comprehensive theory of technology had been put in place. His in¬ 

terconnected notions of the “device paradigm” and “focal things and 

practices” provided the central theoretical concepts around which a de¬ 

scriptive and prescriptive viewpoint could work. Attention came slowly 

to TCCL, and only now are scholars beginning to recognize its theo¬ 

retical importance.j4 
Borgmann’s theory of technology begins with the observation that 

everyday life is punctuated by events and activities to which we attach 

significance; they provide focal points from which we evaluate and ori¬ 

ent the rest of our lives. These focal activities, and other activities to 

varying degrees, are embraced by contexts that include, depending on 

individual circumstances, social, cultural, political, economic, spiritual, 

and ecological factors. Borgmann argues that there is a contemporary 

pattern, which we can call technology, that threatens the stability and 

viability of these practices and their contexts: 

This pattern is visible first and most of all in the countless inconspicuous 

objects and procedures of daily life in a technological society. It is con¬ 

crete in its manifestations, closest to our existence, and pervasive in its ex¬ 

tent. The rise and the rule of this pattern I consider the most consequen¬ 

tial event of the modern period. Once the pattern is explicated and seen, it 

sheds light on the hopes that have shaped our times, on the confusions 

and frustrations that we have suffered in our attempts to realize those 

hopes, and on the possibilities of clarifying our deepest aspirations and of 

acting constructively on our best insights.35 

This pattern functions in the following way. A “thing, which can 

be any object or practice and exists within a recognizable social con¬ 

text, is decomposed into two separate components: machinery and 

commodity. A “commodity” refers to the arrangements and artifacts 



254 POLITICS AND MATERIAL CULTURE 

with which we interact in the foreground of experience. The “machin¬ 

ery” constitutes the myriad systems of production that give rise to the 

foreground, but that is generally cloaked from normal observation. The 

1 ise of a clear separation between machinery and commodity, fore¬ 

ground and background, is at the heart of the pattern. Take the follow¬ 
ing example: 

Surely a stereo set, consisting of a turntable, an amplifier, and speakers, is 

a technological device. Its reason for being is well understood. It is to pro¬ 

vide music. But this simple understanding conceals the characteristic way 

in which music is procured by a device. After all, a group of friends who 

gather with their instruments to delight me on my birthday provide music 

too. A stereo set, however, secures music not just on a festive day but at 

any time, and not just competent flute and violin music but music pro¬ 

duced by instruments of any kind or any number and at whatever level of 

quality. To this apparent richness and variety of technologically produced 

music there corresponds an extreme concealment or abstractness in the 

mode of its production. Records as unlabeled physical items do not be¬ 

speak, except to the most practiced of eyes, what kind of music they con¬ 

tain. Loudspeakers have no visible affinity to the human voice, to the 

brass or the strings whose sound they reproduce, I have little understand¬ 

ing of how the music came to be recorded on the disk and by what means 
it is retrieved from it.36 

Here, the music that reaches us in our living rooms constitutes the com¬ 

modity, and the various means of its production—the stereo set, the re¬ 

cordings, the production system for the recordings and the stereo set, the 

electrical supply—are its machinery. The divide that opens between fore¬ 

ground and background is present in many contemporary activities and 

continues to separate as devices become more pervasive. The sheer magni¬ 

tude of the pattern tends to obscure our view of its operation. It is, in a 

sense, too mundane and common to attract much critical attention. 

This problem has two implications. First, it means that scholars 
a n r citizens typically focus attention on large or glamorous aspects of 

tec nological culture: automobiles, aircraft, computers, and so on. Out- 

si e of these charismatic devices lie myriad technologies and procedures 

t at constitute daily life. Second, it deflects an understanding of how 

technology spreads widely into activities, procedures, and artifacts that 

we do not traditionally associate with technology. Elsewhere, I have 

ermed this the process of commodification.37 The example of insur¬ 
ance illustrates this point: 

1"A P''etechnological setting, security in the face of catastrophes is had 
from the goodwill and charity of parents, siblings, or neighbors. But such 
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security was sometimes unreliable and always burdensome to giver and 

receiver. Insurance technology first reduces security to the guarantee of a 

cash payment, then decomposes the resourcefulness and precariousness of 

society by mathematical means, and finally institutes a financial and legal 

machinery to insure the collection and distribution of money. The machin¬ 

ery of this device, especially at first, was not primarily a physical entity 

but a network of computations, contracts, and services. But it had from 

the start the concealed, inaccessible, and disburdening character of tech¬ 

nological machinery. Accordingly, the commodity, though it was a regret¬ 

table necessity more than a final consumption good, represented commo- 

diously available security, support that did not require asking, imposing, 

or begging but could be claimed through a call to the insurance agent.38 

This expansion to “nontechnological” areas is what provides the 

device paradigm significant explanatory power. It helps interpret the 

rise and tenacity of a culture of consumption and provides a direct con¬ 

nection to social life and politics through the removal, reduction, or 

transformation of these local contexts. As a pattern, it allows us to un¬ 

derstand technology not as a force in its own right, as technological de- 

terminists would argue, but as a deeply imbedded social and political 

pattern, or what Ursula Franklin terms “a mindset.”"39 With any deeply 

imbedded pattern, there are possibilities for its redirection or reconsti¬ 

tution, and this is what makes the device paradigm especially useful for 

social ecology. 
The commodification of experience will strike most radical and 

critical scholars as a problem prima facie. But what kind of finer points 

can be made to support this intuition? Borgmann argues that the device 

paradigm decomposes traditional approaches to work and leisure. This 

occurs in several ways. First, skillful engagement with bodily and social 

practices is transformed to solitary or passive activity. Second, tradi¬ 

tional activities are simply displaced by more alluring and disburdening 

forms of leisure (television is a prime example). Third, work becomes 

increasingly divided from other forms of related work and production 

more dependent on deskilled or deskilling labor. Fourth, the separation 

between action and context described above reflects a simultaneous 

separation between action and consequence. There is a tendency to be 

less aware of the ecological and social consequences of one’s work and 

leisure activities. These concerns fall directly from the device paradigm. 

As the pattern of technology becomes wider spread, it is more difficult 

to comprehend normality; the rule of the device paradigm becomes the 

new norm. We are inured to a new political arrangement that is con¬ 

structed through our relations with devices. This, I believe, is one of the 

main points that Bookchin misses in his theory of technology. He has 

not accounted for the close interplay between politics and technology. 
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Borgmann suggests that the device paradigm is strongly compatible 

with modern liberalism. Liberalism is constituted by three main forces: 

liberty, equality, and self-realization. The first two are plainly evident in 

the negative definition of liberalism as “an enterprise of breaking fetters 

and throwing off burdens.”40 Self-realization helps stabilize equality by 

promoting equal access to the development of “common and various 

talents” and by providing a center for the attainment of freedom.41 

Self-realization easily converts to a fetishism of the personal, especially 

when it becomes possible to amplify the personal through appeal to 

commodities. A person’s attainment of freedom and equality is fun- 

neled through the disburdening character of technology. This is the 

deep-rooted connection that Borgmann draws between liberalism and 

technology. It is not merely the case that the rise of modern technology 

coincided conveniently with liberalism, or that technology became a 

servant to liberalism, but that the particular pattern of commodity rela¬ 

tionships that we termed the device paradigm became a decisive com¬ 
ponent of contemporary politics. 

The main implication for social ecology is that the underlying con¬ 

ditions of technology make the reform of capitalism difficult. In effect, 

the reform of capitalism is inextricably linked to the reform of the de¬ 

vice paradigm. This is a point that I argued in previous writings about 
the commodification of planning and nature.42 

Borgmann proposes a three-stage program of reform. First, at an 
individual level, he suggests the centering of one’s life on things that 

truly matter, that is, artifacts and practices that provide bodily and so¬ 

cial engagement. “Engagement” refers to skillful practice and the par¬ 
ticularities of family and community life. Second, while reform neces¬ 

sarily begins in individual awareness, it must be supported and 

strengthened by public focal practices. There must be sufficient flexibil¬ 

ity and openness in institutional life, however this is construed to per¬ 

mit regular “communities of celebration.” The final reform strategy 

one that appears rather weak alongside the radical and revolutionary 

perspective of social ecology, is a proposal for a two-sector economy 

This involves the elevation of a local community-based economy to a 

point whereMarge-scale industrial activity serves the interests of local 

economies. This latter proposal is staked out in coarse detail in one of 

the closing chapters of TCCL. The apparent naivete of this view is 

matched by the apparent innocence of Bookchin’s proposals for flour¬ 
ishing alternative technologies. 

for ®°rgmann’s T00, ?f the deV1Ce Parad'gn>. including his proposals 
tor reform, provide a coherent and reasonably complete theoretical ac¬ 

count of contemporary technology. It carries the necessary theoretical 
weight to support a political program. Not only is it expansive in scope, 
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but it directly confronts the connection between technology and politics. 

The potential fit of the device paradigm with social ecology is marred by 

one rude question: Are the two ideologically compatible? In the same way 

that Bookchin had neglected contemporary philosophy of technology, 

Borgmann has largely ignored social ecology. There is, at present, no di¬ 

rect link between the two. Borgmann is a small “r” republican in the 

American tradition. He identifies with conservative political traditions 

and, by and large, eschews radical political change. In this sense, his theo¬ 

ries seem uneasy bedmates for social ecology. However, his republicanism 

connects him politically with Bookchin’s New England republicanism (re¬ 

cycled through Bookchin’s proposals for “radical municipalism”), and 

philosophically to the communitarian tradition in recent social and politi¬ 

cal philosophy.43 It is the focus that Borgmann gives to locally bounded 

social context in understanding technological patterns that makes his 

work attractive to social ecologists. Of course, the obverse is true. Borg- 

mann’s conservative reform proposals would be strengthened through ap¬ 

peal to more radical and far-reaching political and economic stratagems, 

the kind provided via social ecology. 
In this chapter I have provided the barest outlines of a coherent 

theory of technology, namely, Borgmann’s device paradigm, that offers 

a much-needed bolster to Bookchin’s pluralist account of technology. 

To reach this point required a critical interpretation of Bookchin’s 

views on technology against contemporary philosophy of technology, a 

task that was made much easier by David Watson’s careful commen¬ 

tary. This is, however, a modest beginning. What lies ahead is a system¬ 

atic reconfiguration of a theory of technology such that one of the ac¬ 

knowledged “pillars” of social ecology is made coherent and is 

connected to a wider body of contemporary critical and radical scholar¬ 

ship. 
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Chapter 9 

Ecology and Anthropology 
in the Work 
of Murray Bookchin 
Problems of Theory and Evidence 

ALAN P. RUDY 

Introduction 

Murray Bookchin’s doctrine of social ecology consists of two more or 

less equal parts: his interpretation of the anarchist or anarcho- 

communalist (communist) tradition, on the one hand, and his reading 

of evolution and the science of ecology, on the other. Like some other 

social critics past and present, Bookchin claims to have discovered an 

objective foundation for social liberation in evolution, that is, in nature, 

itself. Processes of ecological and biosocial evolution, according to 

Bookchin, have a predominantly mutualistic and symbiotic (as con¬ 

trasted with commensualistic, competitive, or predatory) character. 

Bookchin’s work is inextricably wound around a core critique of em¬ 

piricist and structuralist approaches to nature and society; his vision 

opposes traditional theories of competitive determinations of social and 

ecological relations with a theory of mutualistic cooperation. For Book¬ 

chin, the mutualistic and cooperative evolution of stable and complex 

ecological, social, and ecosocial relations points to domination (perhaps 

the key word in Bookchin’s works) and hierarchy, which oppose free 

and cooperative modes of ecosocial relations, as the root cause of mod¬ 

ern ecological and social problems. 
This chapter investigates Bookchin’s account of the preliterate so- 

265 
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cieties, out of which he asserts that domination and hierarchy have 

emerged, and the ecological claims upon which these anthropological 

positions are built. The chapter’s first part is an account of Bookchin’s 

arguments about social and ecological evolution. The second part criti¬ 

cizes Bookchin’s theses and the positions toward which these theses 

take him. While Bookchin’s work is undeniably exciting in its totalizing 

critique and wide historical scope, I argue that his arguments dualisti¬ 

cally oppose deterministic natural and social science rather than pro¬ 

vide analysis of real contradictions and then generate a new synthesis. 

Highly contested natural scientific categories and widely debated an¬ 

thropological theories are forced into a predetermined anarchist form. 

In order to advance radical social and ecological movements, a 

more sophisticated analysis of the relationships within and between 

the many forms of mutualism and competition—and the many modes 

of cooperation and hierarchy—is needed. While not advanced here, 

such a position must be predicated on material and historical investi¬ 

gations of the enablements, constraints, and contingencies of diverse 

ecological and social modes, forms, and processes at interrelated lev¬ 

els of analysis. Bookchin’s opus advances the possibility of, and the 

opportunity for, such a synthesis by insisting on alternative visions of 

ecological and social history rooted in mutualism and cooperation. 

he next step is to synthetically transcend dualistic alternatives to 
generate new syntheses. 

Bookchin on the Production of Domination 

The central concepts of Bookchin’s social ecology are freedom and 

spontaneity, and domination and hierarchy. The first two terms are 

generally opposed to the second two. Since natural evolution is pre¬ 

dominantly driven by freely spontaneous forms of mutualism and sym- 

b.os.s (accord,ng to Bookchin), the most important moment in social 

ecological history lies at the point where hierarchy and domination 

emerge and are institutionalized. In contradistinction to traditional lib¬ 
eral and Marxist accounts of protohumanity, Bookchin argues that or¬ 

ganic communities of Homo sapiens (symbiotically integrated into eco- 

gical coidmons and evolutionary patterns) unevenly produced and 
gradually instituted forms of social domination. From these relations of 

naZaof0n 'r TT® 'de0l°8ieS ^ praCtices °nented to the on of nature. 1 he components of this section address Bookchin’s 

evolZnZ'soc,:; 31 eVOiUti0n °f d0mmatl0n foll0™S «>“ natural 
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Preliterate Organic Societies Rooted in Natural Evolution 
before Domination 

Bookchin argues that prior to the emergence and institutionalization of 

hierarchy and domination, organic tribal societies were primarily or¬ 

ganized along gender lines. While Bookchin has characterized the func¬ 

tional and (re)productive relations within preliterate societies somewhat 

differently in different writings, he has always insisted on a strict differ¬ 

entiation of activities and values between the male civil sphere and the 

female domestic sphere. In Remaking Society, Bookchin argues that 

blood ties, gender, and age (in that order) are the biologically defining 

moments of association and self-identity within preliterate organic so¬ 

cieties.1 

Women exercised full control over the domestic world: the home, family 

hearth, and the preparation of the most immediate means of life such as 

skins and food. Often a woman built her own shelter and tended to her 

own garden as society advanced toward a horticultural economy. 

Men, in turn, dealt with what might be called “civil affairs”—the admini¬ 

stration of the nascent, barely developed “political” affairs of the commu¬ 

nity such as relations between bands, clans, tribes, and intercommunal 

hostilities.2 

He suggests that this division of social functions generated distinct, 

though complementary, subcultures within organic societies. In The 

Modern Crisis, Bookchin argues that women operated within separate, 

sororal realms that ran the “home, garden, cleaning, food preparation, 

parenting and many other functions.” The male, fraternal realm em¬ 

braced “hunting, ‘politics,’ and, where it exists, the men’s house, into 

which all the males withdr[e]w after puberty.”3 These two subcultures 

were different within organic communities, but there was a balance be¬ 

tween them. The relationship between male and female realms con¬ 

tained no relations of hierarchy or domination/submission. According 

to Bookchin, our “earliest institutions were based on blood ties, age 

groups, and gender functions—all biological facts, yet distinctly social 

in that (these] natural affinities are given structure and stability, co¬ 

hered by ideologies, and expanded to include seemingly ‘alien’ groups 

through marital exogamy and the exchange of gifts.”4 
In The Ecology of Freedom, Bookchin’s account stresses the im¬ 

portance of age, and includes an account of the frequent shamanistic 

involvement of elderly members of both sexes in the masculine civil 
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sphere. Nevertheless, until “less traditional forms of differentiation and 

stratification” began to appear, the civil sphere of elders and males 

“was simply not very important to the community.” It was “counter¬ 

balanced by the enormous significance of the woman’s ‘domestic’ 

sphere.”5 Stratification within sororal and fraternal societies and within 

the organic communities at large was derived from the idiosyncratic 

characteristics and skills of individuals, as opposed to biological rela¬ 

tions associated with blood, gender, and age. While Bookchin argues 

that the traditional domination of the field of anthropology by men has 

resulted in a scholarly exaggeration of the importance of men in prelit- 

erate societies, he does suggest that tensions existed within the egalitar¬ 

ian relations between individuals and gender-based societies in organic 
communities. He writes that 

certainly tensions in values, quite aside from social relationships, must 

have simmered within primordial hunting and gathering communities. To 

deny the very existence of the latent attitudinal tensions that must have 

existed between the male hunter, who had to kill for his food and later 

make war on his fellow beings, and the female foodgatherer, who foraged 

for her food and later cultivated it, would make it very difficult to explain 

why patriarchy and its harshly aggressive outlook ever emerged at allT 

Though male roles as specialists in violence” complemented female 

roles as specialists in nurturing,” Bookchin suggests that this biologi¬ 

cally based specialization contributed to the tensions that in turn con¬ 

tributed to the emergence and institutionalization of domination.7 

Foi Bookchin, the socially and ecologically balanced complemen- 

taiity of the blood-, gender-, and age-based institutions within organic 

preliterate communities was a result of the grading of these relations 

out of nature and teleological evolutionary processes. For social ecol¬ 

ogy, the link between the evolution of external nature and social nature 

is profound. The “very natural processes that operate in animal and 

plant evolution along the symbiotic lines of participation and differen¬ 

tiation reappear as social processes in human evolution, albeit with 

their own distinctive traits, qualities, and gradations or phases of devel¬ 

opment. Symbiotic, participatory, and differentiating processes not 

only appear in human evolution but in the social institutions of prelit¬ 
erate societies. 

The social ecological key to Bookchin’s understanding of the egali¬ 

tarian and complementary relations of prehistory lies in the derivation of 

those relations from the driving processes behind evolution. Evolution, 

or him, is predominantly governed by gradations of participatory and 

mutuahstic processes that generate ever greater differentiation and com- 
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plexity in nature. Further, increasing differentiation and diversity of na¬ 

ture is associated with an indeterminate—though teleological—striving 

by nature for subjectivity and self-consciousness.9 Searching for “really 

dialectical ways of process-thinking that seek out the potentiality of a 

later form in an earlier one, that seeks out the ‘forces’ that impel the latter 

to give rise to the former, and that absorb the notion of process into truly 

evolutionary ways of thought about the world,”10 Bookchin constructs 

his own social ecological theory of evolution. For him, 

Social ecology “radicalizes” nature, or more precisely, our understanding 

of natural phenomena, by questioning the prevailing marketplace image 

of nature from an ecological standpoint: nature as a constellation of com¬ 

munities that are neither “blind” nor “mute,” “cruel” nor “competitive,” 

“stingy” nor “necessitarian,” but, freed of all anthropocentric moral trap¬ 

pings, a participatory realm of interactive life-forms whose most out¬ 

standing attributes are fecundity, creativity, and directness, marked by 

complementarity that renders the natural world the grounding for an eth¬ 

ics of freedom rather than domination.11 

Perhaps more than any other sentence in Bookchin’s work, this last 

quotation summarizes the foundation upon which social ecology is con¬ 

structed. 
The central issue for Bookchin is that ecological and social evolu¬ 

tion is participatory, interactive, fecund, creative, direct, and comple¬ 

mentary. This “fact” demands a new social ecological imperative, the 

acceptance or rejection of which will determine the future ecological 

and social sustainability of the world. While individual and collective 

human “selfhood, reason, and freedom” emerge from nature teleologi¬ 

cally, he insists that this process is not inexorable.12 “Our notion of 

teleology need not be governed by any ‘iron necessity’ or unswerving 

self-development that ‘inevitably’ summons forth the end of a phe¬ 

nomenon from its nascent beginnings.”13 Nevertheless, “there seems to 

be a kind of mtentionality latent in nature, a graded development of 

self-organization that yields subjectivity and, finally, self-reflexivity in 

its highly developed human form.”14 Understanding human beings to 

have been generated by processes flush with ecological forms of subjec¬ 

tivity and mtentionality, social ecology insists that these processes es¬ 

tablish the necessary ethical ground for sustainable social and natural 

activities. 
In order to illuminate these processes, and the resulting ecological 

ethic, Bookchin argues that “it is the logic of differentiation that makes 

it possible to relate the mediations of nature and society into a contin¬ 

uum” rather than the particulars of plant-animal communities and 
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natural evolution.11 The “logic” of evolutionary processes in nature 

generates the uneven historical accumulation of differentiated, complex, 

and ever more self-reflexive life forms that culminates in humanity.16 

He ties the logical products of evolution to the internal processes of 

natural and social evolution by connecting ecological and social partici¬ 
pation, differentiation, complexity, and reflexivity. 

Complexity, a product of variety, is a crucial factor in opening alternative 

evolutionary pathways. The more differentiated the life-form and the en¬ 

vironment in which it exists, the more acute is its overall sensorium, the 

greater its flexibility, and the more active in its own evolution. . . . The 

greater the differentiation, the wider is the degree of participation in 

elaborating the world of life. . . . Participation unites the biotic ecocom- 

munity with the social ecocommunity by opening new evolutionary possi¬ 

bilities in nature and society. Differentiation yields richer possibilities for 

the elaboration of these ecocommunities and adds the dimension of free¬ 
dom, however nascent in nature or explicit in society.17 

The mediation of evolutionary processes and products is further devel¬ 

oped in Bookchin’s emphasis on the dialectics of plant-animal “con¬ 

texts,” as opposed to species development. It is “not only the environ¬ 

ment which chooses what species are Tit’ to survive but species 

themselves, in mutualistic complexes as well as singly, that introduce a 

dim element of choice’—by no means ‘intersubjective’ or ‘willful’ in 
the human meaning of these terms.”18 

The contextual participation at the heart of Bookchin’s evolution¬ 
ary theory leads him to stress symbiosis, mutualism, and wholeness 

ovei competition, predation, and adaptation within social ecology’s 

evolutionary theory. “Mutualism, not predation, seems to have been 

the guiding principle for the evolution of [the] highly complex aerobic 

life forms that are common today.”19 Wholeness, “the relative comple¬ 

tion of a phenomenon’s potentiality, the fulfillment of latent possibility 
as such, all its concrete manifestations aside,”20 represents 

a dynamic unity of diversity. In nature, balance and harmony are achieved 

by ever-changing differentiation, by ever-expanding diversity. Ecological 

stability, in effect, is a function not of simplicity and homogeneity but of 

complexity and variety. The capacity of an ecosystem to retain its integ¬ 

rity depends not on the uniformity of the environment but on its diver¬ 
sity/1 

As a result in “contrast to biotically complex temperate zones, rela¬ 

tively simple desert and Arctic ecosystems are very fragile and break 

down easily with the loss or numerical decline of only a few species.”22 
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For Bookchin, “unity in diversity” is the fount of evolutionary potential 

and the determinant of ecosystemic stability. 

The “unity of diversity” in the social ecological “logic of differen¬ 

tiation” represents an essential moment in Bookchin’s understanding of 

materiality: of the physics, chemistry, and genetics underlying biology 

and sociality. For him, the “universe bears witness to an ever-striving, 

developing not merely ‘moving’ substance, whose most dynamic and 

creative attribute is its ceaseless capacity for self-organization into in¬ 

creasingly complex forms.”2’ Within the realm of bioevolution, 

life is a counteracting force to the second law of thermodynamics, an 
“entropy-reduction” factor. The self-organization of substance into ever 
more complex forms, indeed, the importance of form itself, as a correlate 
of function, as a correlate of self-organization, implies the unceasing activ¬ 
ity to achieve stability; and finally, that complexity is a paramount feature 
of organic evolution and of the ecological interpretation of biotic interre¬ 
lationships. All these concepts taken together are ways of understanding 
nature as such, not mere mystical vagaries.24 

In fact, interpreting the work of Lynn Margulis and others, Bookchin 

argues that the emergence of eukaryotic cells (and thereby subsequent 

multicellular organisms) is rooted in “a symbiotic process that inte¬ 

grated a variety of microorganisms into what can reasonably be called 

a colonial organism.”25 Independent single cellular organisms are sug¬ 

gested to have symbiotically self-integrated themselves to generate a 

more complex, organismal unity in diversity with greater evolutionary 

potential. This represents, for Bookchin, more evidence that the central 

moment in evolution lies in mutualism, contextual ecological relations, 

and complementarity over competition, independent activity, and pre¬ 

dation. 
These points are made as components of social ecology’s critique 

of reductionist and empiricist ecological science. Absolutely central to 

this argument is Bookchin’s insistence that nature is inherently flush 

with fecundity and a limitless capacity for differentiation. Criticizing 

conventional and traditional Marxist approaches to nature, he argues 

that social ecology no longer looks at nature as predominantly a limita¬ 

tion, barrier, or constraint to human reproduction and social develop¬ 

ment. 

More than any other single notion in the history of religion and philoso¬ 
phy, the image of a “blind,” “cruel,” “competitive,” and “stingy” nature 
has opened up a wide, often unbridgeable chasm between the social world 
and the natural world, and in its more exotic ramifications, between mind 
and body, subject and object, reason and physicality, technology and “raw 
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materials,” indeed the whole gamut of dualisms that have fragmented not 

only the world of nature and society but the human psyche and its bio¬ 
logical matrix.26 

As we have seen, Bookchin argues that preliterate humanity ex¬ 

isted in paiticipatory and fecund communities of complementary 

blood-, gender-, and age-based societies generated by and graded out of 

nature. Thus, to understand nature as a stingy realm of necessity over 

which humanity must struggle to gain mastery is to deny our own natu¬ 

ral and biological roots: to ideologically and practically contradict the 

processes that generated us in the first place. As proof of his point, 

Bookchin appeals to his anthropological presentation: “An [accurate] 

image of nature as ‘stingy’ would have produced ‘stingy’ communities 

and self-seeking human participants”27 in preliterate communities, 
which he claims did not occur.28 

The stable, mutualistic, and interdependent communities of prelit¬ 

erate humanity were biosocially rooted in the graded inheritance of 

natural evolution and the particularity of a “protracted period of devel¬ 
opment”-9 during childhood. Thus, the 

emergence of society is a natural fact that has its origins in the biology of 

human socialization. ... It is when social parents and social siblings, that 

is, the human community that surrounds the young, begin to participate 

m a system of care, that is normally undertaken by biological parents, 

that society begins to truly come into its own. . . . Society thereupon ad¬ 

vances beyond a mere reproductive group towards institutionalized hu¬ 

man relationships, and from a relatively formless animal community into 
a clearly structured order.30 

he qualitative breaking point from prehuman communities to human 

societies arrives when human beings establish “institutionalized rela- 

tionships, relationships that living things literally institute or create but 

which are neither ruthlessly fixed by instinct on the one hand nor idio¬ 

syncratic on the other.” '1 It is the institutionalization of socially repro- 

uctive relationships, then, that coordinates the social and biological 

roots of instinctual maternal drives, ... the sexual division of labor 
age-ranking, and kin-relationships.”32 

By these means Bookchin differentiates animal communities and 

human societies from each other while linking them through bioevolu- 

■onaiy processes. He elaborates a fully social ecological theory of 

whole individuals participating in the social context that situates per¬ 

sonal development. “The making of a human being, in short, is a col- 

cctive process, a process in which both the community and the individ- 
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ual participate. It is also a process which, at its best, evokes by its own 

variety of stimuli the wealth of abilities and traits within the individual 

that achieve their full degree of differentiation.”34 The unity of nature 

and society in diversity is coherent and differentiated and the individual 

and collective levels of society can “embody the creativity of nature” as 

the “great achievements of human thought, art, science, and technology 

serve not only to monumentalize culture, they serve also to monumen¬ 

talize natural evolution itself.”35 
These processes, unified and differentiated, generated organic hu¬ 

man societies with mutualistic and participatory relations to their eco¬ 

logical contexts in practice, ideology, and language.36 Rituals of eco¬ 

logical persuasion saturate relations with nature. Humanity was, for 

Bookchin, “no less a part than animals in this complementary orbit in 

which human and nonhuman were seen to give of themselves to each 

other according to mutual need rather than ‘trade-offs.’ ”j7 He argues 

that the “animism and magic” by and through which preliterate rituals 

approached the subjectified natural world furthered the use of reason 

as a means to mutualistically “unite and create” nature and society. 

Bookchin explicitly opposes his account to those that suggest natural 

objectification, division, and destruction as the predicate of the exten¬ 

sion of reason and society. Objectification is understood by Bookchin 

as a “repressive abstraction” serving “manipulative forms of human 

predation” that directly contradict ecological subjectification and the 

participatory unity of animistic and conciliatory forms of human provi- 

sioning. 
Further, despite parochial xenophobia, “principles if the ‘irreduc¬ 

ible minimum,’ substantive equality, the arts of persuasion, and a con¬ 

ception of differentiation as complementarity” are said to structure re¬ 

source distribution within these communities. These relations also 

generate a deep “commitment to usufruct.”j) Here, Bookchin argues 

that individuals freely appropriated resources simply “by virtue of the 

fact that they were using them.”40 Given his position on the fecundity 

of nature and of relations between nature and organic society, resources 

are assumed to be sufficiently available so as to make this practice rela¬ 

tively sustainable and unconscious. As both social and natural fecun¬ 

dity originates primarily from growth, not from spatial ‘changes in lo¬ 

cation,”41 the internally and ecologically participatory, mutualistic, and 

usufruct-based preliterate societies prospered, differentiated, and ex¬ 

panded. 
Of course, Bookchin is not primarily concerned with generating a 

coordinated theory of natural and preliterate social evolution. His pri¬ 

mary focus is to establish a social and ecological ground for contempo¬ 

rary politics: to examine and explain “those junctures in social evolu- 
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tion where splits occurred which slowly brought society into opposition 

to the natural world, and explain how this opposition emerged from its 

inception in prehistoric times to our own era.”42 The primal juncture, 

of which all subsequent junctures are elaborations, lies at the point(s) 

when freely participatory and organically differentiated preliterate so¬ 

cieties began to institutionalize relations of domination. Accordingly, 

Bookchin’s “greatest single concern has been with the interplay be¬ 

tween the evolution of domination and that of freedom”43 and the 

“seeming conflict between the ‘realm of necessity’ and the ‘realm of 

freedom.’”44 Having emphasized the integrated complementarity of 

mutualism, symbiosis, participation, and differentiation in natural and 

social evolution, Bookchin must explain the historical decline of these 
processes. 

The Institutionalization of Domination 

Bookchin grounds the alienation of humanity from nature, and thereby 

the destruction of stable ecological conditions by human beings, in “the 

domination of the young by the old, of women by men, and of men by 

men.”45 Relations of hierarchy and domination, for Bookchin, are in¬ 
herently social and 

must be viewed as institutionalized relationships, relationships that living 

things literally institute or create but which are neither ruthlessly fixed by 

instinct on the one hand nor idiosyncratic on the other. By this, I mean 

that they must comprise a clearly social structure of coercive and privi¬ 

leged ranks that exist apart from the idiosyncratic individuals who seem 

to be dominant within a given community, a hierarchy that is guided by a 

social logic that goes beyond individual interactions or inborn patterns of 
behavior.46 

Hieiarchy and domination, as institutions, can only be found in human 

societies, and cannot be said to exist in animal communities.^' Book- 

chin defines hierarchy and domination as complex “cultural, traditional 

and psychological systems of obedience and command ... in which 

elites enjoy varying degrees of control over their subordinates without 

necessarily exploiting them.”48 The combination of domination’s neces¬ 

sary roots in singularly human institutionalized social relations, to¬ 

gether with the cultural, traditional, and psychological focus of 

Bookchin’s position, lay the groundwork for his insistence that the 

domination of human by human precedes attempts by humans to domi¬ 
nate nature: 
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As a historical statement [social ecology] declares, in no uncertain terms, 
that the domination of human by human preceded the notion of dominat¬ 
ing nature. Indeed, human domination of human gave rise to the very 
idea of dominating nature. . . . Men did not think of dominating nature 
until they had already begun to dominate the young, women, and, eventu¬ 
ally, each other.49 

This position explicitly rejects materialist perspectives that he 

claims argue that “the ‘domination of man by man’ emerges from the 

need to ‘dominate nature,’ presumably with the result that once nature 

is subjugated, humanity will be cleansed of the ‘slime of history’ and 

enter into a new era of freedom.”50 Since nature is understood by 

Bookchin to be primarily predicated on fecund, participatory mutual¬ 

isms, and since human individuals and societies are evolved from na¬ 

ture, domination and hierarchy (which oppose participation and mutu¬ 

alism) must be extra- or unnatural. The prevalence of social 

domination and hierarchy, and ecological depletion and pollution, in 

the modern world leads Bookchin to “ask what humanity’s ‘place’ in 

nature may be” and leads him to argue that this question “has now be¬ 

come a moral and social question . . . one that no other animal can ask 

of itself. . . . And for humans to ask what is their ‘place’ in nature may 

be is to ask whether humanity’s powers will be brought into the service 

of future evolutionary development or whether they will be used to de¬ 

stroy the biosphere.”51 
The initial conditions of domination are biosocial in character. He 

suggests that the frailty and insecurity of the elderly, the different value 

orientations within the gender-based civil-domestic division of labor 

and functions, and the increase in tribal intercourse as populations 

grew are the three keys to the historical production of domination. Em¬ 

phasizing different components of these relations in different texts, 

Bookchin insists that these processes advanced in an uneven and non¬ 

linear fashion. Nevertheless, perhaps because domination does exist, 

there appears a certain ineluctability to the process in the multiple ac¬ 

counts he provides. 
In organic preliterate societies, while the “sexes compliment each 

other economically, the old and the young do not. . . . The need for so¬ 

cial power, and for hierarchical social power at that, is a function of 

[the elderly’s) loss of biological power.”52 Gerontocracy is the first form 

of institutionalized hierarchy Bookchin addresses. Despite his assertion 

of the institutionalization of usufruct and the “irreducible minimum” 

within these societies, Bookchin argues that gerontocracy emerges as a 

means by which elderly individuals (of both sexes) manipulate younger 
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members of organic societies in order to assure that they be provided 

for materially. As they become unable to “pull their own weight,”53 

and especially during “periods of difficulty,”54 the non- or underpro¬ 

ductive existence of the elderly makes their infirmities and vulnerabili¬ 

ties a source of great insecurity. Bookchin asserts that these insecurities 

lie behind the development of shamanism and other claims by the eld¬ 

erly to be able to manipulate nature for social benefit. “In the tension 

between extreme personal vulnerability on the one hand and the em¬ 

bodiment of the community’s traditions on the other hand, they may 

have been more disposed to enhance their status, to surround it with a 

quasi-religious aura and a social power, as it were, that rendered them 

more secure with the loss of their physical power.”55 By these means, 

Bookchin claims that the elderly “slyly” use their “fictive” manipula¬ 

tion of nature to become “specialists in fear,” comparable to male spe¬ 

cialization in violence and female specialization in nurture.56 

The establishment of gerontocracy, however, did little to displace 

the gender equality of these early preliterate societies; yet the treatment 

of nature as something “out there,” something that must be manipu¬ 

lated, is asserted to have had pernicious results throughout history. 

More than any other single notion in the history of religion and philoso¬ 

phy, the image of a “blind,” “cruel,” “competitive,” and “stingy” nature 

has opened up a wide, often unbridgeable chasm between the social world 

and the natural world, and in its more exotic ramifications, between mind 

and body, subject and object, reason and physicality, technology and “raw 

materials, indeed the whole gamut of dualisms that have fragmented not 

only the world of nature and society but the human psyche and its bio¬ 
logical matrix.57 

Before the male domination of men, the young, and women, geronto- 

cratic mindsets laid the ideational groundwork for the institutionaliza¬ 

tion of command and obedience, as well as provided the foundation for 
dualistic conceptions of nature and society. 

The potential for the failure of nature manipulation by shamans, 

Bookchin claims, engendered alliances between elderly shamans and the 

idiosyncratic hierarchies associated with “big men” within the tribes, 

thereby extending the realm of domination through selective rntratribal 

cooperation. ' Shamans, fearing the violent retribution of the tribe, al¬ 

lied themselves with top-ranking specialists in violence as a means of 

protection should their claims to control nature prove false. These asso¬ 

ciations fed on the differential value orientations between the male 

“civil sphere” and the female “domestic sphere” at about the same time 

during the social evolution that Bookchin asserts horticultural societies 
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emerged, multiplied, and expanded. This geographic expansion gener¬ 

ated scarcities of “cultivable land” and the initiation of intertribal war¬ 

fare.59 “With increasing intercommunal conflicts, systematic warfare, 

and institutionalized violence, ‘civil’ problems became chronic. They 

demanded greater resources, the mobilization of men, and they placed 

demands on woman’s domain for material resources.”60 In this ac¬ 

count, successful younger warriors then began sharing sociopolitical 

power with the elderly shamans and other big men as the “civil sphere” 

increased in importance in relation to that of women’s “domestic 

sphere.” By these processes, dominant men increasingly forced servility 

on lesser men and women, younger members of the societies, and the 

older members of society through the replacement of blood, gender, 

and age identification with fealty oaths to individuals—oaths that even¬ 

tually mutuated into inherited positions of social domination. 

Domination, by these routes, develops within preliterate societies 

as a moment “latent within organic society itself,”61 as the societies 

differentiate internally under changing social and ecological condi¬ 

tions. The emergence of the practical fact of social domination and 

the ideologies of social and ecological domination derives from the 

“distinctly social interests” of specific groups within the early com¬ 

munities. It is in this setting, however, that Bookchin asserts that so¬ 

cial domination—and ideologies of the social domination of na¬ 

ture—emerge simultaneously with the idea of freedom.6" This puts a 

radically different spin on the emergence of domination than that 

which is generally present in Bookchin’s account of the issue. A cor¬ 

relation between the actuality of social domination, ideologies of 

natural domination, and the concept of freedom suggests that these 

processes may be more “natural” than Bookchin asserts, and also 

that the institutionalization of domination may not lie at the root of 

our present ecological and social crises. 

Critique 

My view is that Bookchin’s work on the emergence of social domina¬ 

tion and processes of natural evolution is internally contradictory. His 

approach—in direct opposition to his own theoretical and methodo¬ 

logical positions—inflexibly forces social and ecological processes into 

prefabricated anarcho-ecological boxes. And his claims to having dis¬ 

covered dialectical processes of participatory ecological and social 

emergence are not represented in his surprisingly static, and frequently 

dualistic, schema. I will first address problems with his anthropology of 

preliterate societies, and then show how these problems are rooted (or 
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have parallels) in his perspectives on nature, ecology, and the graded 
evolution of humanity from nature. 

Critique of Preliterate Anthropology in Social Ecology 

The central contradiction in Bookchin’s account of the origin of domi¬ 

nation lies in his foundational insistence that the domination of human 

by human historically precedes ideologies of, and attempts to practice, 

the domination of nature, or that struggles within society generate 

struggles between society and nature. Accepting, for the moment, 

Bookchin’s edenic view of the participatory, mutualistic, and comple¬ 

mentary character of nature—society relations within preliterate organic 

societies, it is clear that parallel insistence on social ecological fecundity 
and differentiation is denied by his own account. 

First, the position that hierarchy and domination are primordially 

rooted in the insecurities of the elderly, especially “during periods of 

difficulty,” suggests that social domination is at least rooted in struggles 

associated with human biological nature. To understand this approach 

any other way demands the acceptance of dualistic accounts of the evo¬ 

lution of human bodies as opposed to the evolution of external nature. 

Nature can never be understood as something “out there” within a dia¬ 

lectical ecology and yet Bookchin leaves the naturalness of human ag¬ 

ing—the personal and social struggles associated with the declining 
physical condition of the elderly—out of his account. 

Further, and possibly more importantly, Bookchin never investi¬ 

gates the consequences of his approach to the emergence of “periods of 

difficulty” for his prior positions regarding the unity in diversity of so¬ 

ciety and ^nature within organic communities. Traditionally, “periods of 

difficulty” have been understood as forms of ecological scarcity 

whether rooted in drought, flood, fire, plague, or some other vagary of 

nature. Bookchin, rejecting these positions, denies that the fecund na¬ 

ture from which humanity evolved ever presented early human societies 

with such forms of scarcity, or, if it did, such situations had no system¬ 

atic effect on social institutions. Ecological scarcity is understood in a 

mannei parallel to idiosyncratic hierarchy; neither is presented as suffi¬ 

ciently sustained to have lasting effects. In fact, however, Bookchin pro¬ 

vides no climatological or epidemiological data—because none ex¬ 

ist—to support such an assertion of perpetual social ecological 

fecundity in prehistory. His claims, like those of the people he criticizes, 

are ideologically determined and materially groundless. The only differ¬ 

ence is that Bookchin chooses to fall on the opposite side of the fence 

lorn Ins critics. This oppositional approach is not dialectical but rather 

dualistic. Those he criticizes say ecological scarcity generates hierarchy; 
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he says social domination generates ecological scarcity; and no media¬ 

tion or synthesis emerges. 

Bookchin, by rejecting extrasocial ecological scarcity, must suggest 

some source for “periods of difficulty” and so he asserts that such con¬ 

ditions emerge only following the relatively extensive spatial spread and 

population growth of horticultural societies (leaving out altogether the 

wide geographic reach of pastoral societies widely accepted within an¬ 

thropology to have emerged at the same time as horticulturalism). 

Bookchm’s position that, from relatively isolated societies, organic hu¬ 

man communities expand, meet, and subsequently compete for horti¬ 

cultural resources and space, is deeply problematical. 

First of all, at what point (uninvestigated by Bookchin) within the 

growth of organic society does the local population experience condi¬ 

tions in which fecund local ecologies no longer supply sufficient calo¬ 

ries and shelter and therefore must colonize new spaces and ecologies? 

Put another way, doesn’t the geographic and population expansion of 

preliterate communities suggest that local resources were being ex¬ 

hausted, or were being found insufficient? If this suggestion is correct, 

it seems that ecological scarcity may be understood in these cases to 

have been generated by social practices, as Bookchin asserts. But they 

must be understood as having been generated by social practices Book- 

chm himself describes as cooperative and mutualistic in their relation to 

surrounding natures. Something is amiss. Either practices understood 

by such societies to be participatory and mutualistic were, in fact, not 

reproducably participatory or mutualistic, or Bookchin’s assertions 

about the character of society-nature relations within such organic so¬ 

cieties is wrong. The problem lies in trying to pin scarcity, and thereby 

domination, on nature or on society, rather than associating scarcity 

with the contingent relations inherently within and between these two 

moments in our world. Bookchin is quite correct to criticize theorists 

who dualistically ascribe domination to natural scarcity. On the other 

hand, his positions are no better than those he so stridently attacks be¬ 

cause he, equally dualistically, pins domination on social ideology and 

fear. 
Second, given that Bookchin asserts that the ideological roots of 

institutionalized domination, in the form of shamanism, emerge from 

the insecurity of elderly members of organic societies at about the same 

time as horticultural societies begin to compete with one another, it 

seems obvious that shamanism is understood to be derived from condi¬ 

tions of ecological scarcity, despite the claim that such conditions are 

socially generated as a result of the expansion of organic horticultural¬ 

ism. If the tenuous position the elderly feel themselves to be in during 

“periods of difficulty” generates “fictive,” shamamstic claims about the 
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ability to control nature in order to control younger members of socie¬ 

ties, it could be argued that the social competition for unintentionally 

scarce resources generated the “need” within the elderly for institution¬ 

alized social domination. A large chicken-and-egg question emerges, 

but only if we dualistically separate social and ecological contributions 

to what can be called ecological scarcity. Independent of the utilitarian 

or animistic understanding that preliterate societies brought to bear on 

their relations with nature, and independent of the diverse ecological 

cycles of abundance, flood, drought, and climactic temperance, the key 

point is that Bookchin, no different from those theorists he attacks, 

cannot escape attributing domination’s ideological and material roots 
to anything other than ecological scarcity. 

Bookchin cannot have his cake and eat it, too. What is needed is a 

dialectical theory of the enablements and constraints generated by eco¬ 

logical and social conditions across diverse spatial and temporal loca¬ 

tions. The stereotypic strawmen that Bookchin batters for grounding 

social domination and exploitation in struggles with nature are, in fact, 

wrong. However, Bookchin’s alternative to flawed Enlightenment and 

structural Marxist theories is to produce a dualistic opposite rather 

than a dialectical synthesis. As a result, his work is as thoroughly con¬ 

tradictory as (and no more nuanced than) the work of the writers and 
thinkers he criticizes. 

Another source of deep problems in Bookchin’s account of the rise 

of domination lies in the rigid gender division of labor he insists on 

within preliterate societies. A good part of the problem comes from 

Bookchin s preference for two (and only two) anthropological studies 

from the 1950s that have been long superseded by the flowering of an¬ 

thropology since the early 1960s.63 Further, the two studies Bookchin 

cites are investigations of North American tribes generated during the 

mid-twentieth century. To extrapolate from two studies of modern, 

long post-European contact, tribal entities to a unified theory of social 

organization within preliterate societies is to practice an extreme form 

of unevolutionary thinking. Contemporary forms of social relations can 

only be assumed to represent historical predecessors in highly problem¬ 

atic fashion, assumptions as problematic as the idea that modern chim¬ 

panzees and gorillas provide linear information about the common an¬ 

cestor we share with those two species.64 Unlike the extremely 

confident tones of Bookchin’s work, while some anthropologists use 

contemporary ethnographic research to develop postulates and theories 

a 3out preliterate and protohuman communities, such work universally 

notes the paucity of actual data and the speculative character of the 
work presented. 

Perhaps even more critically, anthropological data generated since 
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the late 1950s and early 1960s has shown that gender, age, and power 

relations within tribal societies (preliterate and otherwise) vary to ex¬ 

traordinary extents. To argue, as Bookchin does, that rigid “domestic” 

and “civil” spheres, deterministically rooted in biological characteristics 

that encourage masculine specialization in violence and feminine spe¬ 

cialization in nurturing, were maintained across the manifold savannah, 

forest, riverine, oceanic, mountain, and desert peoples, without any as¬ 

sociated ecological and social differentiation is to reject his own posi¬ 

tion on social ecological evolution. If biosocial evolution and differen¬ 

tiation are predicated on species-context dialectics, and if social 

participation actively situates institutional complexity within organic 

societies, then Bookchin’s model of organic societies does not fit his 

own social ecological theory. 
Further, given that Bookchin must be writing about the preliterate 

societies spread across most of the globe around the time of the horticul¬ 

tural revolution, extensive contemporary research indicates that the con¬ 

cept of “isolated tribe” has little or no meaning, despite the more seden¬ 

tary characteristics of modern tribal societies. Intertribal contact across 

ecosystems was common, while frequency depended on the mobility of 

communities and their neighbors. To assume geographic isolation and ho¬ 

mogenous spatial development of horticulturalism is difficult to defend 

given the gatherer-hunter/fisher reproductive characteristics of human so¬ 

cieties before the emergence of horticulturalism and pastoralism. 

Bookchm’s argument implicitly suggests relatively even geographic isola¬ 

tion among organic societies, the coherence and complementarity of 

which collapses at the point when concentric circles expanding from cen¬ 

trally isolated points meet and competition for resources begins. 
However, Homo erectus had resided throughout Africa, Europe, 

and Asia for more than 1.5 million years prior to the (proposed) migra¬ 

tion of Homo sapiens from Africa approximately 100,000 years ago. 

Prehistoric peoples were by no means sedentary or evenly spread out, 

and the social and ecological diversity of neighboring hunter-gatherers, 

fisherfolk, horticulturalists, and pastoralists suggests anything but gen- 

eralizable, simple, and solely gender-based divisions of labor. In fact, 

whether one accepts a multiregional or an “out of Africa’ model of hu¬ 

man evolution, the geographic expansion of Homo sapiens demanded 

the development of “social, and especially trade, networks to supply 

needed materials from distant places.”65 Along these lines, not only 

does the “civil sphere” necessary for trade and social contact relative to 

the “domestic sphere” have more importance than Bookchin suggests, 

but the importance of trade, ecological diversity, and different divisions 

of labor within such societies indicates that his strong, dualistic separa¬ 

tion of the two spheres makes no sense. The point is not to deny gender 
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divisions of labor, or tendencies within such cross-cultural divisions, 

but to suggest that social divisions of labor are certainly as complex 

and uneven as the diverse ecologies within which they are found. 

Not only that, but the strict separation of a “civil” from a “domes¬ 

tic” sphere is predicated on a form of biological essentialism that repro¬ 

duces long-outdated culture-nature dualisms. Anthropological investi¬ 

gation of, and models for, the role of women in evolution increasingly 

reject universalizing assumptions that posit the kind of womamdomes- 

tic::man:hunter relationships that Bookchin profers. Increasingly, paleo- 

anthropologists believe that gathering and scavenging by both sexes 

were practiced long before hunting, an activity that was not necessarily 
a solely male occupation.66 

Critical re-examination of the public/private (or the public/domestic) di¬ 

chotomy in recent anthropological writings on kinship draw attention to 

the fact that the distinction between a public sphere and a private, or do¬ 

mestic, sphere is characteristic only of certain types of societies, notably 

those that have separated the workplace from the household; that the dis¬ 

tinction can take a variety of different forms; and that it cannot be taken 

at face value even in societies for which it is relevant, since it should be 

understood more as an ideological construct that masks certain features 

of the social system than as a description of how that system is struc¬ 
tured.67 

Whereas Bookchin is critical of the historical biases and blindness of 

male anthropologists with respect to their failure to investigate 

women’s roles and the “domestic sphere,” he is uncritical of the same 

bias as expressed by the dualistic assumption that women’s domes¬ 

tic/nurturing social roles are determined by their biological capacity for 

reproduction and men’s hunter/violent roles are determined by their 
greater size. 

The gender dualisms in Bookchin’s work aside, his ideas about 

ritualized egalitarian animism are problematic. His preliterate cultures 

are said to personify “animals, plants, even natural forces and perfectly 

inanimate things as well as human beings.”68 Treating all the world as 

subjects precludes objectification, an ideological and technical practice 

he terms repressive abstraction”69 and the roots of which he finds in 

the original fictive” manipulation of nature claimed by insecure eld¬ 

erly shamans. However, without objectification, means/ends distinc¬ 

tions are impossible and, as a result, so is the situational, reflexive, and 

participatory nature of free will. Individuals, under these conditions 

must always treat themselves and all other things as subjects, that is’ 

ends in themselves. This precludes treating one’s own (individual and 
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social) life as an object and thereby disables the establishment of insti¬ 

tutionalized activities.70 Social and personal activity, under such condi¬ 

tions, must be reconstituted at every meeting of subjects, whether natu¬ 

ral or social. The objectification Bookchin rejects is, in fact, a necessary 

condition for self-reflexivity and the ideational and memorial recogni¬ 

tion of historical time, that is, a significant part of what it is to be hu¬ 

man. 

It is possible that Bookchin would want to distinguish between 

“Objectification,” as instrumental and reified abstraction, and “objecti¬ 

fication,” as a dialectical moment (with subjectivity) in the evolution of 

mind. However, if this is the case, he fails to do so. Without this dis¬ 

tinction, Bookchin’s theorization of an “organic” preliterate ecological 

phase in human society comes into question. His grounding of human 

sociality in subjective animism, active mutualism, and ecosocial crea¬ 

tion precludes the very institutionalization of social relations that he in¬ 

sists differentiate human societies from animal communities.71 Again, 

rather than dialectically synthesize a complex relation between conven¬ 

tional wisdom and its dualistic opposite, Bookchin chooses opposition. 

Conventional science and structural Marxism overemphasize the im¬ 

portance of objective, scientific mentality in human evolution, while 

Bookchin overemphasizes the importance of subjective animistic men¬ 

tality in the same processes. 
Here, the parallel with his insistence that the domination of nature 

is linearly and historically rooted in social domination, in direct opposi¬ 

tion to conventional accounts (from both the left and the right) which 

argue that the domination of society derives from the need to dominate 

nature, is striking. In neither case does Bookchin take a step forward 

(so to speak). By rejecting all forms of objectification, it appears that 

Bookchin’s argument demands that organic preliterate societies be only 

prehistoric communities. His communities cannot be societies because 

they can have no social institutions, or established systematic relations 

objectively and abstractly understood by their participants, given their 

subjective animistic orientation. It seems that, by Bookchin’s own ac¬ 

count, social history emerges from community development only with 

the objectification of nature and the protoinstitutionalization of sha- 

manistic domination he so abhors. It just may be that Bookchin’s own 

account at least partially supports components of the theoretical and 

empirical research he is criticizing.72 If social history only begins with 

the institutionalization of domination, then much of his later accounts 

(not addressed in this chapter) of the struggle between evolutionarily 

oppressive institutions of domination and the volutionarily progressive 

institutions of freedom begins to fall apart. 
For Bookchin, the interactive evolution of human mind, body, and 
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society is in no way contradictory; it is embedded in an indeterminate 

“logic of differentiation” until human mentality and physiology are evo- 

lutionarily complete. The argument here is that such a view of human na¬ 

ture is untenable. Bookchin insists on a mutualistic dialectic of evolution 

rather than a dialectic that integrates competition and mutualism, and all 

the gradations in between, into a more nuanced vision of the combined 

and uneven development of subjectivity and objectification, of the com¬ 

plex mediations of evolving social relations and ecological conditions, 

and of the diversity of social and ecological determinations. Ecosocially 

enabling relations cannot be abstracted from the social and ecological 

forces that constrain socioecological transformation. 

It is important to emphasize this last point. Human beings have made 

their lives individually and collectively within social and environmental 

conditions that they did not make or choose, and within a world full of 

unintended consequences, since before the emergence of the hunter- 

gatherer societies. If this is the case, what is demanded is an investigation 

of early societies that strives to see how coordination and command, or¬ 

ganization and hierarchy, and agreement and domination are creatively 

embedded in one another, that is, are each other’s content and context, 

rather than an investigation that asserts, without support, that such dia¬ 
lectically related relations preclude each other.73 

Given social ecological unity in diversity,” a less duahsitic view of 

the evolution of human subjectivity and society would more comprehen¬ 

sively investigate the diversity of preliterate institutions and their mani¬ 

fold ecological milieus. Bookchin overemphasizes “unity” and under¬ 

plays diversity despite his insistence that participatory mutualism 

generates diversity and complexity. His emphasis on ecological fecundity 

stresses the bounty “nature” freely provides but omits analysis of the 

daily social organization of gathering, scavenging, and hunting demanded 

by ecological constraints (which are not only or always only enable¬ 

ments). Bookchin stresses ecological normalcy but never explains ecoso- 

cial “periods of difficulty.” His work is one-sided, perhaps as a polemical 

strategy, but one-sided nevertheless. Bookchin’s early preliterate societies 

are subjectively animistic, cooperative, free, and agency-driven until 

domination emerges; then are introduced objectified technopractices, hi¬ 

erarchy, power, and structural constraints, both ecological and social, to 

the social world. A more nuanced approach to human evolution generates 

a much less idealized vision of our past and would look more closely at 

the importance of the diversity of different forms of social organization in 

hunting-gathering, production, and reproduction. Such an approach 

would not demand a totalizing origin story, and therefore a story of the 

ball, in order to account for what must be, in Bookchin’s view, “unnatu¬ 
ral” domination. 
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What is needed is an empirically supported theory of human bioso¬ 

cial evolution that looks at the complex and contingent enablements 

and constraints within and between forms of ecological and social or¬ 

ganization. All forms of ecological constraint need not be tied to scar¬ 

city, as has been historically done by liberal scientists and Marxist theo¬ 

rists. Equally, ecological constraints need not be tied to the modes of 

social and ideological practice that linearly suppress cultural differen¬ 

tiation as a result of their hierarchical character. Examples of social and 

technical creativity in the face of ecological constraints abound. Some 

of these innovations have generated highly participatory and ecologi¬ 

cally sustainable forms of social ecological practice, others have pro¬ 

duced hierarchical and destructive modes of life. Further, examples of 

extraordinarily hierarchical and yet ecologically sustainable societies 

are also part of the historical record. 
No dialectical theory of ecological and social evolution and change 

can afford linear statements such as “social domination is derived from 

the need to control nature” or “ideologies of the domination of nature 

are derived from ideologies, and the practice, of social domination.” 

Materially, insufficient scientific and anthropological data exists to sup¬ 

port any such linear claim about prehistory. Also, the ecological and so¬ 

cial diversity associated with the historical record argues strongly 

against such statements. Philosophically, contradiction and negation is 

not about conflictual oppostion or mutualistic generation but rather the 

complex unity that is conflictual generation and mutualistic opposition. 

Fecundity and scarcity, and domination and freedom, are inherently 

connected sides of the same coin. What we need is to understand the 

general patterns and specific forms of the multivalent interactions asso¬ 

ciated with these and other terms, rather than the linear promotion of 

one term versus the promotion of another. 

Critique of Evolutionary Biology in Social Ecology 

The problems with Bookchin’s origin story for domination are rooted 

in his overemphasis of mutualism in nature and evolution. While ap¬ 

propriately critical of the reductionist, empiricist, and adaptationist 

moments within the sciences of evolution, he gives only lip service to 

(i.e., effectively rejects) competition, predation, and contingency. 

Moreover, Bookchin fails to address the diverse and differentiated 

forms of ecological relations associated with the terms “mutualism 

and “symbiosis.”74 Mutualism, the beneficial interaction between spe¬ 

cies, and symbiosis, the close association of interspecies life patterns, re¬ 

main incompletely understood as a result. For example, mutualistic re¬ 

lations range from those that are characterized by direct beneficial 
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interaction to those that are indirectly beneficial; direct mutualistic rela¬ 

tions can be symbiotic, closely amd immediately associated, or nonsym- 

biotic, distantly amd contingently associated. Symbiosis can be faculta¬ 

tive (nonnecessary) or obligate (necessary), and can be comprised of 

monophylic (two), oligophylic (less than five), or polyphylic (many) re¬ 

lations. Among these diverse relations only direct symbiotic mutualisms 

are generally coevolved and obligate—yet this is the only form of mutu¬ 
alism Bookchin ever addresses. 

Further, there is little scientific evidence that mutualism and sym¬ 

biosis are the predominant forces in evolution as Bookchin claims, even 

among those aware of the politicized history and meanings of the bio¬ 
logical subdiscipline. 

On the one hand, an enormous number of ecologically and economically 

important interactions, found throughout the biosphere, would seem to 

be mutualistic. On the other hand, few studies have actually demonstrated 

increases in either fitness or population growth rate by both of the species 

in an interaction. Interactions have generally been shown to be mutual¬ 

isms by describing what is exchanged. Mutualism may be everywhere, but 
its existence remains practically unproven.75 

In fact, in the review article on mutualism, symbiosis, and evolution 

from which the last quote was taken, the authors find the two key 

questions associated with theories of mutualism: “(a) When will mutu¬ 

alisms develop (note that we do not say ‘evolve’) and in what sorts of 

species and environments will they be found? (b) When will a commu¬ 

nity involving mutualists persist (again, we do not say ‘be stable’)?”76 

The complexity of evolved, facultative, and monophylic relations 

within ecologies generate diverse and contingent interaction effects be¬ 

tween mutualists (+/+), commensualists (+/0), predators (+/-), and com¬ 

petitors (-/-) such that changing relations between sets of species or in¬ 

dividual species and their environment can facilitate or exacerbate 
other sets of relations in equally diverse fashion. 

Bookchin asserts that mutualism made possible the stable evolu¬ 

tion of complex ecologies under harsh conditions and suggests that the 

greatest amount of mutualism, species differentiation, and ecological 

differentiation occurs in temperate and equatorial zones. While this 

may be correct, the greater species richness, productivity, and biomass 

of such zones may also bring about greater predation and competi¬ 

tion—at this point no one knows.7" What is clear is that Bookchin’s ap¬ 

propriate rejection of monofocal competition- and scarcity-based theo¬ 

ries of evolution led him to produce an equally monofocal theory, on 

the other side of the competition-mutualism dualism, which overem- 
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phasizes mutualism and fecundity as much as the others overemphasize 

competition and scarcity. 

This point is especially clear in the example at the end of The Ecology 

of Freedom where Bookchin argues that the evolution of aerobic eukary¬ 

otic cells represents a foundational mutualism at the evolutionary source 

of complex life forms on earth. Appealing to the pathbreaking work of 

Lynn Margulis, he goes so far as to suggest that the processes by which 

single-cell aerobic (oxygen-utilizing) organisms combined with other 

single-cell anaerobic organisms, to generately evolve multicellular organ¬ 

isms capable of aerobic and anaerobic respiration, represent a critical mu- 

tualistic juncture in the history of evolution. This juncture is certainly piv¬ 

otal within evolutionary history; however, the processes by which single 

cellular organisms combined were anything but mutualistic, though they 

clearly produced obligate mutualisms. 
Single cellular combination resulted from two processes, phago¬ 

cytic absorption (without digestion) of one organism by another, or 

invasion of one organism by another. At root these were predatory 

acts under conditions of high ecological stress and scarcity that si¬ 

multaneously generated selection pressures for (1) resistance to diges¬ 

tion and (2) resistence to invasion. Bookchin fails to note that this 

moment in ecological history represents the moment when single cel¬ 

lular anaerobic respirants had so “polluted” their environment with 

oxygen by-products that cellular metabolites were available in in¬ 

creasingly short supply and competition for those metabolites was in¬ 

tense. These conditions certainly contributed to the generation of in¬ 

creasingly sophisticated forms of aerobic respiration at the same time 

that they contributed to the predatory processes of cellular absorp¬ 

tion and invasion. 
Bookchin is certainly correct when he argues that mutualism, sym¬ 

biosis, and commensualism are central to the story of the evolution of 

aerobic life on this planet. However, and equally certainly, these ex¬ 

traordinarily diverse forms of species interaction can be neither analyti¬ 

cally nor materially separated from competition, predation, and contin¬ 

gency. A truly dialectical theory of evolution would go beyond the 

competition-mutualism dualism, rather than further it from the other 

side as Bookchin does. 
Without advancing an alternative theory of evolution it is possible 

to criticize even more deeply Bookchin’s theoretical preoccupation with 

participatory differentiation, species complexity, and ecological stabil¬ 

ity.78 Bookchin asserts that increasing ecological complexity, derived 

from nature’s teleological movement toward self-organization and self- 

consciousness, generates ever more stable ecologies populated by fairly 

generalized genera. These genera, which are said to evolve during spo- 
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radic or rapid periods of change, are regarded as more ecologically 

flexible than more specialized genera, and are thereby understood to 

evolve more slowly than their specialized neighbors. Bookchin argues 

that this generalized and flexible species-environment relations may 

even produce “long periods of [evolutionary] stasis.”79 

Here, however, there is an apparent contradiction in Bookchin’s 

account. He finds that the most stable ecologies are those with the 

greatest differentiation and interaction of flexible symbiotic genera; yet 

as species differentiation increases within bounded space and time there 

must necessarily be greater specialization or competition, given the en¬ 

ergetic constraints of any particular ecosystem. Bookchin has a choice: 

either he must accept that his differentiation-complexity theory suggests 

greater specialization or that it suggests greater competition among 

generalized species. He fails to recognize the necessity of that choice, 

preferring to assert teleological moves toward differentiation, mutual¬ 

ism, and generalization. There is another option left for Bookchin, to 

argue that evolution produces ever smaller populations of generalized 

species, though he cannot make this choice given his insistence that 

ecological “fecundity originates primarily from growth, not from spa¬ 
tial ‘changes’ in location.”80 

The central problem here relates to levels of analysis, most specifi¬ 
cally in terms of levels of complexity. Levins and Lewontin note that 

the widespread assumption of an “increase in complexity and informa¬ 

tion during evolution does not stand on any objective ground and is 

based on several confusions.”81 The first confusion relates to the meas¬ 

urement of the complexity of an organism or the complexity of organ¬ 

ism-environment relations. Are mammals more internally differentiated 

or biochemically complex than bacteria, than coral, than angiosperms, 

than fish? Are mammalian interactions with other members of their 

species or their “parasites, predators, competitors, and symbionts”82 

more complex than those of “lower” species? How could we measure 
such internal or interactional complexity? 

The second confusion identified by Levins and Lewontin is associ¬ 

ated with the character of ecosystemic complexity. While more complex 

body-plan structures evolved later in evolutionary time from species 

with less complex body plans, there is no clear trajectory by which the 

ess complex species can be found to become extinct nor a trajectory 

that suggests the more complex species resist extinction, nor that the 

intraspecies ecological interactions later in evolutionary time are more 

complex than those earlier in time. Third, since “earlier” species sur¬ 

vive, evolve and become extinct just as “later” ones do, suggesting that 

general ecological complexity increases is deeply problematic. Fourth, 
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Levins and Lewontin find that the common assumption of a linear cor¬ 

relation between increasing ecological complexity and increasing sys¬ 

temic information (increasing self-organization in Bookchin’s case), is 

not borne out by material investigation. This assumed linear relation is 

predicated on another assumption that posits complexity and informa¬ 

tion to be parallel concepts. For example, Bookchin repeatedly asserts 

that the latent intentionality of nature generates graded self¬ 

organization, subjectivity, and “finally, self-reflexivity in its highly de¬ 

veloped human form.”83 The claim here is that, prior to Homo sapiens, 

nature’s self-organization was less developed than after the point when 

modern humans evolved: that ecological subjectivity was less devel¬ 

oped. At the level of species-environment interactions at which Book¬ 

chin insists ecologists must study evolution, there is no means to assess 

or investigate this claim, whether quantitatively or qualitatively. Inde¬ 

pendent of whether science is dialectical or empiricist, the strong asser¬ 

tion of irrefutable claims without acknowledged self-criticism is unac¬ 

ceptable. 
Finally, Bookchin uncritically embraces deeply problematic organi- 

cist assumptions about nature and society. As Levins and Leontin, put 

it, the position that “form and function together with strong interde¬ 

pendence of the diverse elements are the components of complexity, 

which in turn leads to stability through greater homeostasis . . . has no 

apparent basis in fact or in theory. ... No apparent increase in overall 

taxonomic or ecological diversity has occurred for the last 150 million 

years.”84 Depending on evolutionary patterns and ecological contin¬ 

gency, different groups and species have increased or decreased in di¬ 

versity as have particular equatorial, arid, polar, terrestrial, and aquatic 

ecologies. There is no clear indication that the more social and self¬ 

reflexive mammalian species have been ecologically more successful 

than have other taxonomic groups, nor that the ecosystems within 

which such mammals reside are more complex than those in which 

they do not. In fact, “If complexity of a community is defined as the 

number of species interactions multiplied by the strength of the interac¬ 

tions, it has been shown that as this complexity increases, by adding 

more species or by increasing the strength of the interaction^], the 

probability that the community will be stable to perturbation decreases 

rather than increases.”85 
Stephen Jay Gould has recently argued that were the tape of life re¬ 

wound “to the early days” and let “replay from an identical starting 

point . . . the chance becomes vanishingly small that anything like hu¬ 

man intelligence would grace the replay.”86 Fie emphasizes that the 

evolution of life on Earth has been one of species differentiation under 
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conditions in which the number of phyla and genera has been “deci¬ 

mated” over the last 750 million years. Punctuated evolution, in this 

model, is rooted in the periodic proliferation of species from groups, 

species, and individuals that fortuitously survived devastating events at 

various levels of ecological strata.87 Rather than the tendential move¬ 

ment toward complex, self-organized, participatory, and stable mutual- 

istic differentiation that Bookchin asserts, evolution embodies moments 

of enabling contingency, bio- and geostructural constraint, and partici¬ 

patory interdetermination, all of which mediate and interpenetrate with 

gradations of ecological symbiosis, predation, mutualism, parasitism, 

commensualism, and competition. The evolutionary moment of 

Bookchin’s social ecology, out of which he explicitly derives his social 

histories, analyses, and critiques, is too linear and is clearly weighted to 

lean toward preconceived, politically motivated (if admirable) notions 

of social freedom, participatory democracy, and personal agency. Shar¬ 

ing his vision of the ecological potential of humanity does not demand 

accepting the route by which Bookchin reaches his conclusions or his 

undialectical account of the driving forces behind ecological and social 
evolution. 

As with the previous section of the critique, what is needed and 

what contemporary environmental sociologists, evolutionary biolo¬ 

gists and anthropologists, and some political economists are working 

on are theories that assess the complex interdeterminations (enable¬ 

ments, constraints, and contingencies) of ecological, personal, and 

communal conditions in their association with historical production 

of increasingly international political, economic, and cultural forces 
and relations. 

Conclusion 

Despite Bookchin’s polemical attacks on the monolithic and simplistic 

character of Marxist and scientific accounts of social and ecological 

evolution, they are far more complex, nuanced, and focused on partici¬ 

pation and mutualism than he suggests. It is certainly the case that the 

evolutionary, historical, and contemporary relation of society and na¬ 

ture must be reconceptualized, and it is certain that such an exercise 

will subsequently demand new forms of social and evolutionary theory 

and data collection. The key, however, is that the new approach to 

theorizing and researching the intertwined evolution of life, society 

omination, exploitation, and ecological destruction must be more so¬ 

phisticated than previous forms. For all Bookchin’s effort to generate a 

theory that goes beyond scientistic and structuralist theses of natural 
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and social evolution, what he has done is generate a dualistic antithesis 

rather than a new synthesis. 

Any new synthesis will have to move beyond the opposition of de¬ 

terministic versus spontaneous and structuralist versus participatory ap¬ 

proaches. In this way, the universalizing assumptions historically associ¬ 

ated with anarchism and socialism must be sublated and overcome. A 

new synthetic view of ecological and social evolution must take into ac¬ 

count both general trends in, and specific forms of, natural and human 

processes. Bookchin’s account of the early stages of ecological and so¬ 

cial evolution and domination implicitly asserts a lack of diversity in 

ecological relations and social environments that undermine his whole 

approach. Without an approach that assumes diversity and complexity 

at the start, and one that takes into account contingent changes from 

“above,” “beside,” and “below” chosen levels of analysis, Bookchin 

will continue to produce contradictory analyses. 

Iwould argue that a more dialectical approach to evolution and 

history would suggest that evolutionary and institutionalized relations 

and products are never ethically clear-cut. Whether predicated on mu¬ 

tualism, predation, contingency, or some combination of the three, eco¬ 

logical evolution enables some forms of diversity and complexity and 

constrains others just as social processes rooted in combinations of in¬ 

stitutional cooperation and competition and personal agency and short¬ 

comings situate and foster different forms of social conservation and 

revolution. 
Bookchin never makes explicit how the domination of humans by 

humans produces the ecological problems and crises beyond his unsup¬ 

ported assertion that at the root of shamanism is a consciously fictive 

claim to be able to control nature. We’ll never know at what physio¬ 

logical and social moment idiosyncratic forms of social domination 

were first institutionalized, nor will we ever know what the ideological 

or practical basis for that institutionalization was. What we can be as¬ 

sured of, however, is that at that point in prehistory, just as in the pres¬ 

ent, human beings made their own lives individually and collectively in 

the face of both enablements and constraints associated with social eco¬ 

logical relations. The project, today, must be to analytically and practi¬ 

cally understand the particular forms and general structures associated 

with contemporary enablements and constraints so as to produce ecol¬ 

ogically and socially appropriate responses to social and ecological cri¬ 

ses. The key to this process is to understand the graded mediations of 

exploitation and domination, mutualism and competition, and local de¬ 

mocracy and national bureaucracy rather than to continue to generate 

polemical excurses in favor of one-sided approaches to unproductive 

dualism. 
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Chapter 10 

Evolution and Revolution 
The Ecological Anarchism 
of Kropotkin and Bookchin 

DAVID MACAU LEY 

Introduction 

Echoing Murray Bookchin’s earlier explorations of the affinities be¬ 

tween anarchism and ecology, Kirkpatrick Sale once asked, “What bet- 

tei understanding of the liberatory possibilities of humankind could the 

ecologist get than from the anarchist; what better understanding of the 

liberatory character of the natural world could the anarchist get than 

from the ecologist? 1 In the following essay, I will examine some of the 

contributions to an ecoanarchist tradition that, I argue, antedates, in¬ 

fluences, and presently remains coextensive with Bookchin’s own work. 

It is to this tradition which Bookchin returns, from which he departs, 

and occasionally over and past which he looks. In so doing, I situate 

Bookchin’s thought historically against the work of Peter Kropotkin in 

particular and try to illuminate some of the tendencies and tensions 

within both anarchist and ecological theory. By showing how closely 

related Bookchin’s work is to Kropotkin’s opus, I hope to help restore 

the importance of Kropotkin for critical social theory and to stress his 

relevance for the future of social ecology. If, as I claim, comprehending 

Kropotkin is central to understanding Bookchin, then it would bode 

well lor future social ecologists to investigate this earlier body of work 

as they advance and refine their theory. This comparative and critical 

enterprise is valuable ultimately because it allows us to better under¬ 

stand the origins of, changes in, and complexities concerning social 
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ecology, and to further develop informed responses to environmental 
and political challenges. 

As John Clark maintains, the defining features of anarchism as a 

political theory are, first, a view of an ideal society that is noncoer- 

cive and nonauthoritarian; second, criticism of present conditions 

from the perspective of the ideal; third, a characterization of human 

nature (or, following Hannah Arendt, the human condition) that jus¬ 

tifies hope in progressing toward the ideal; and fourth, a strategy for 

political change that involves immediate use of decentralist, nonau¬ 

thoritarian alternatives.2 This definition is broad enough to be inclu¬ 

sive of most forms of anarchism yet specific enough to exclude those 

views that are not radically libertarian in nature. An ecoanarchist 

perspective is an anarchist view that locates its analysis in the close 

relation it finds between the domination of humans by each other 

and the idea or practice of controlling the natural world. In addition, 

it frequently challenges reformist, narrowly anthropocentric, patriar¬ 

chal, and bureaucratic institutions and ideas within society and pre¬ 

vailing forms of “environmentalism.” It offers, in turn, a radical eco¬ 

logical perspective based upon coexistence with the natural world, 

appropriate or liberatory technology, decentralization, and organic 

ways of living and thinking. The ideal set forth is typically one of 

cooperation rather than competition, autonomy as opposed to 

authority, and human scale instead of hierarchy. Generally, an ecoan- 

archist perspective presents a vision of social and ecological harmony 

based upon notions of local place, region, or community; mutual aid; 

voluntarism; and direct action. Like much anarchist philosophy, it 

combines utopian aspirations with practical proposals, attempting to 

transcend traditional left/right divisions and to preserve the most 

valuable insights of the conservative and the radical.0 In the forth¬ 

coming sections, I will summarize, compare, and analyze the views of 

Kropotkin and Bookchin in terms of their shared or respective posi¬ 

tions on ecological mutualism, nature and human nature, ethical 

naturalism, anarcho- communism, evolution and revolution, decen- 

tralism and regionalism, and radical agriculture. I conclude by briefly 

relating their work to the ecoanarchist tradition and its future. 

Mutualism in Natural and Social Ecology 

Bookchin’s association of ecological and anarchist ideas appears ini¬ 

tially and most clearly in his 1965 essay, “Ecology and Revolutionary 

Thought.” In this essay, he sketches the similarities in outlook of the 
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two perspectives, arguing that the science of ecology is both critical and 

reconstructive (and one is tempted to add, with Paul Sears, “subver¬ 

sive”). He remarks, for example, that 

both the ecologist and anarchist place a strong emphasis on spontaneity. 

The ecologist, insofar as he is more than a technician, tends to reject the 

notion of ‘power over nature.’ He speaks, instead, of ‘steering’ his way 

through an ecological situation, of managing rather than recreating an 

ecosystem. The anarchist, in turn, speaks in terms of social spontaneity, of 

releasing the potentialities of society and humanity, of giving free rein to 

the creativity of people. Both, in their own way, regard authority as in¬ 

hibitory, as a weight limiting the creative potential of a natural and social 

situation. Their object is not to rule a domain but to release it. . . . To 

both the ecologist and the anarchist, an ever-increasing unity is achieved 

by growing differentiation. . . . Just as the ecologist seeks to expand the 

range of an ecosystem and promote a free interplay between species, so 

the anarchist seeks to expand the range of social experience and remove 
all fetters to its development.4 

Here and elsewhere, Bookchm extends the comparison to include a fun¬ 

damental opposition to hierarchy and an orientation toward wholeness, 

complementarity, unity-in-diversity, spontaneity, and decentralism. In 

developing this connection and in forging the links between natural and 

social ecology, Bookchm looks to nineteenth-century libertarian Utopi¬ 

ans and anarchists who conceived of freedom as rational, community 

as necessary, and nature as a ground for the ethical while challenging 

their scientism and technological optimism. He lays a new emphasis in 

his analysis upon hierarchy (rather than class), freedom (not only jus¬ 

tice), and domination (as opposed to exploitation). He also returns to 

Aristotle, Hegel, and the organismic tradition of the West for his Na- 

turpbilosophie, but argues for a more open teleology and a more radi¬ 

cal conception of democracy and political life. Finally, Bookchin 

plumbs the revolutionary traditions for living and viable ideas that 
might inform present-day situations. 

Perhaps as much as (and maybe more so than) any other figure, 

the mutualistic, naturalistic, and communitarian ideas of Peter Kropot¬ 

kin find expression, reflection, and extension in Bookchin’s work, 

where they are illuminated often as much indirectly as directly.5 Briefly’ 

Kropotkin (1842-1921) was a nineteenth-century Russian field natural- 

ist, geographer, and revolutionary anarchist who pioneered advances in 

the social and natural sciences, including the fields of geology and zool¬ 

ogy.6 Kropotkin contested the stress within evolutionary theory upon 

notions of competition and struggle, placing new emphasis on coopera¬ 

tion, spontaneity, and mutual aid in animal and human societies. Works 
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such as Fields, Factories, and Workshops (1899), Mutual Aid (1902), 

and Ethics (1924) influenced not only the development of Bookchin’s 

social ecology but also the thought of Gandhi, Martin Buber, Lewis 

Mumford, Patrick Geddes, E. F. Schumacher, Ebenezer Howard, and 
Paul Goodman, among others. 

Mutual Aid, one of Kropotkin’s most significant philosophical and 

scientific contributions, was written as a response and corrective to 

Thomas Huxley’s essay “The Struggle for Existence: A Programme,” in 

which Huxley had interpreted Darwin in terms that emphasized strife 

as a necessary and inevitable condition for progress.7 Kropotkin looked 

for evidence to support the view held by most Darwinists (but not al¬ 

ways Darwin himself8) that struggle between animals of the same spe¬ 

cies was the dominant factor in evolution. What he found through field 

studies in Siberia was evidence for intraspecific support and coopera¬ 

tion and the inspiration for a philosophical and political anarchism that 

could be based, in part, upon this discovery. What he lost was a belief 

in the sole primacy of strife and competition as characteristics in the 

progressive development of life, along with the faith that the state and 

its bureaucracy could be useful to the majority of people. Kropotkin 

saw how a version of Darwinism was “socialized” (and sociologized) to 

provide ideological support for a laissez-faire philosophy by validating 

it as a “law of nature” that applied as well to human communities (a 

phenomenon that is arguably recurring with the advent and develop¬ 

ment of sociobiology).9 

Kropotkin recognized clearly that there is struggle against “inclem¬ 

ent Nature”—adverse circumstances caused, for example, by snow, 

rain, heat, or drought—that serves to control overpopulation and in 

which most species must engage. However, he failed to find much evi¬ 

dence for struggle against other members of the same species. Contrary 

to some interpretations, Kropotkin considered mutual aid as only one 

of the chief factors in evolution. And although he often suggests that 

mutual aid may be the most important factor, it is not the only signifi¬ 

cant influence.10 Some of the most lucid and explicit statements of the 

role of mutual aid occur early and repeatedly in the work: 

As soon as we study animals—not in laboratories and museums only, but 

in the forest and prairie, in the steppe and the mountains—we at once 

perceive that though there is an immense amount of warfare and extermi¬ 

nation going on amidst various species, and especially amidst various 

classes of animals, there is, at the same time, as much, or perhaps even 

more, of mutual support, mutual aid, and mutual defence amidst animals 

belonging to the same species or, at least, to the same society. Sociability 

is as much a law of nature as mutual struggle.11 
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Shortly thereafter he remarks that 

mutual aid is as much a law of animal life as mutual struggle, but that, as 

a factor of evolution, it most probably has a far greater importance, inas¬ 

much as it favours the development of such habits and characters as in¬ 

sure the maintenance and further development of the species, together 

with the greatest amount of welfare and enjoyment of life for the individ¬ 

ual, with the least waste of energy.12 

Kropotkin’s observations and studies of animals included land 

crabs (who cooperate in migrations and sometimes rescue overturned 

companions), ants (who regurgitate food for fellow ants and combine 

in nests), bees (who work in common), pelicans (who fish in bands), 

and house sparrows (who share food). Among mammals, Kropotkin 

found association and mutual aid to be the rule. He remarks upon dogs 

and jackals (who hunt in packs), deer, gazelle and ibex (who watch 

over the safety of the herd), seals and walruses (who are given to mu¬ 

tual attachment and a striking sociability), and buffalo and reindeer 

(who migrate in herds instead of competing when food is in short sup¬ 

ply). According to Kropotkin, as one ascends the “scale of evolution,” 

one sees association becoming more conscious, less instinctive, and 
more reasoned.13 

Sociability proper, too, is said to be the distinctive feature of the 

animal world.14 “The fittest are thus the most sociable animals, and so¬ 

ciability appears as the chief factor of evolution, both directly, by secur¬ 

ing the well-being of the species while diminishing the waste of energy, 

and indirectly, by favouring the growth of intelligence.”15 Kropotkin 

attests to instances of compassion between injured animals and claims 

that such feeling is the first step in the direction of developing higher 

moral sentiments. From this evidence, he adduces a double-edged in¬ 
junction that is at once proscriptive and prescriptive: 

Don t compete! competition is always injurious to the species, and you 

have plenty of resources to avoid it! That is the tendency of nature, not 

always realized in full, but always present. . . . “Therefore com¬ 

bine practise mutual aid! That is the surest means for giving to each and 

to all the greatest safety, the best guarantee of existence and progress, 
bodily, intellectual, and moral.”16 

In his treatment of early and primal peoples, Kropotkin extends his 

views to consider mutual aid in the lives of humans. He criticizes Hob¬ 

bes’s picture of natural man and the state of nature, and he notes the 

continued recourse to Hobbes’s ideas.17 Kropotkin argues that the (nu- 

cleat) family arises late in human evolution, pointing out that few 
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"higher” mammals exist in small families or live alone. The message is, 

in short, that bands, tribes, communities, and the concomitant coopera¬ 

tion that these groupings entail have been significant in the evolution¬ 

ary process. Kropotkin mentions or explores the Papuas of New 

Guinea who live without chiefs in a kind of “primitive communism,” 

the Polynesians who exist in a state of near social harmony, and the Es¬ 

kimos who are closely interdependent and who—like other tribes and 

races—periodically abandon debt or redistribute land in order to rees¬ 

tablish an equality of condition. Such people consider individual 

acts—even death—as tribal or community matters and so regulate their 

actions by unwritten “rules” that emerge through common experience. 

There exists not only shared understandings but shared belongings, 

communal marriages, and frequently the rule of “each for all.” In this 

regard, he shows clearly that individualism is a modern not a primitive 

or premodern phenomenon. In brief, Kropotkin proceeds to present a 

social history that traverses the emergence, breakdown, and persistence 

of mutual aid practices, expanding his analysis to encompass the medie¬ 

val period—which represents the flowering of his conception of com¬ 

munity—and later the development of collective opposition to the evis¬ 

ceration of such institutions and structures in the form of popular 

revolts, strikes, and labor unions. 

In many respects, Bookchin’s The Ecology of Freedom is a 

modern-day equivalent to Kropotkin’s classic work. Bookchin likewise 

explores the importance of beliefs and practices that are similar to or 

part of the genus, mutual aid, locating them within their respective so¬ 

cial contexts. These include usufruct (the freedom in a community to 

appropriate items based on use, need, and function rather than owner¬ 

ship),18 the irreducible minimum (assurance of the material means to 

subsistence despite one’s contribution), and the equality of unequals 

(recognition of differences between humans along with compensation 

for inequalities). Bookchin finds each to be present—often uncon¬ 

sciously—in most organic cultures. Taken together, such practices help 

to maintain solidarity inside human society and to encourage consocia¬ 

tion with the natural world. Bookchin points out that Kropotkin’s mu- 

tualistic naturalism can also be applied morphologically, that is, among 

and within cellular forms. He cites William Trager on the importance 

of symbiosis and mutual cooperation between different types of organ¬ 

isms, finding Trager’s biological judgment to contain an ethical compo¬ 

nent like Kropotkin’s observations as a naturalist and an anarchist. 

In this regard, symbionts are examples of forms of life that call 

into question our common belief in distinct organismic boundaries and 

independent functions by exhibiting tendencies toward mutual depend¬ 

ency, symbiosis, and cooperation. Lichen, for example, are composed of 
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mutually supportive algal and fungal components, whereby the former 

provide photosynthesis and the latter organic structure and nutritive ca¬ 

pacities. Thus, it is reasonable to ask whether a lichen is a discrete 

plant or a cooperative. Similarly, colonial organisms such as the Portu¬ 

guese man-of-war consist of a community of individuals who perform 

distinct functions so as to maintain the whole.19 Even humans partake 

of this biological ambiguity in that we exist in close cooperation and 

dependence upon intestinal bacteria and organelles that arrive in our 

cells as colonists and replicate independently. Having surveyed bacteria, 

insect, and sea life, biologist Lewis Thomas concludes in a like vein to 

Kropotkin and Bookchin that “most of the associations between the 

living things we know about are essentially cooperative ones, symbiotic 

in one degree or another; when they have the look of adversaries, it is 

usually a standoff relation, with one party issuing signals, warnings, 

flagging the other off.”20 On this point, Kropotkin’s own words were 
prescient: 

And when a physiologist speaks now of the life of a plant or an animal, 

he sees an agglomeration, a colony of millions of separate individuals 

rather than a personality, one and invisible. He speaks of a federation of 

digestive, sensual, nervous organs, all very intimately connected with one 

another, each feeling the consequence of the well-being or indisposition of 

each. . . . Each organ, each part of an organ in its turn is composed of in¬ 

dependent cellules which associate to struggle against conditions unfavor¬ 

able to their existence. The individual is quite a world of federations.^ 

Bookchin claims, too, that mutualism is an “intrinsic good” be¬ 

cause it promotes the development of natural variety, and he remarks 

on the possibility of extending it along lines suggested by Lynn Margu- 

lis, who found the practice to be central to the development of aerobic 

life. In later work on the evolution of cities as ecocommunities, he 

presents the provocative idea that civic participation is a social Ana¬ 

logue to biological mutualism just as civic history and citizenship are 

social countei parts to natural history and biotic involvement in an eco¬ 

system, respectively.- ’ However, while turning to natural ecology to in¬ 

form and guide his social ecology, Bookchin disavows the idea that the 

latter can be reduced to (or crudely derived from) the former as, he as¬ 

serts, the urban sociologists of the Chicago School attempted to do in 

the early twentieth century, or some sociobiologists have tried to do 

more recently. He maintains, rather, that social ecology evolves and 

emeiges from natural ecology as a graded and mediated process involv¬ 

ing differentiation, development, and transcendence. We will return to 

this matter when I consider the naturalistic ethics of Kropotkin and 
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Bookchin and the issue of whether they engage in the naturalistic fal¬ 

lacy. Before doing so, however, it is necessary to look first at their con¬ 

ceptions of nature and human nature, upon which ecological anarchism 
and social ecology are based. 

Nature and Human Nature 

Bookchin and Kropotkin each premise their ecoanarchist views on a 

conception of nature and human nature, as have most major political 

theorists. Kropotkin, who acknowledges that he studies human society 

from a biological perspective, claims that sociability and a need for mu¬ 

tual aid are intrinsic to human beings. In his view, we have been and al¬ 

ways will be a social species, although he does not go so far as to assert 

explicitly that we are zoon politikon in the Aristotelian and later Ar- 

endtian senses.24 In one important way, Kropotkin seeks to recover a 

conception of nature and humanity that is based on the idea that we 

(and many nonhumans) are inherently social animals, whereas Book¬ 

chin tries to recover the older, more fundamental insight that we are 

political animals whose life resides in public speech and action with 

other citizens of a community. In both cases, human community is thus 

entirely natural, whereas the state—which weakens or destroys tribal, 

group, and communal bonds—is not. According to Kropotkin, ine¬ 

qualities and egoism arise through a secondary drive of self-assertion 

that may lead one to seek out power over others. As noted earlier, Kro¬ 

potkin challenges Hobbes’s view of human nature for being unduly 

competitive and egoistic and his representation of the state of nature as 

a “war of all against all,” but he also criticizes Rousseau’s conception 

of a natural “love, peace and harmony” (as he puts it) since neither is 

an “impartial interpretation of nature.”25 He admits to the reality of 

competition, but he gives primacy to cooperation, especially as a nor¬ 

mative goal. 
Similarly, for Bookchin, human nature is real, biologically 

grounded, and formed through an organic process that involves conso¬ 

ciation. From this perspective, love, cooperation, and mutual aid are as 

much natural attributes as they are cultural ones, and human personal¬ 

ity and individuality are constituted through socializing, group work, 

and participation in a common culture. Nature remains present 

throughout this entire development as culture elaborates cooperative or 

associative tendencies in the natural world.26 In his later work, Book¬ 

chin distinguishes further between first or biological nature (the natural 

world), second nature (culture and human communities), and their 

transcendent synthesis into a free nature and ecological society, which 
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presumably would allow human nature to be realized fully and permit 

human culture to exist in a balanced relationship with the organic 
world.27 

Concerning the merit of these underpinnings and approaches, there 

is much controversy. Arendt, for example, has argued that attempts to 

define human nature mistakenly treat a who as though it were a what 

and usually end in the flight to supernaturalism, theology, or deifica¬ 
tion: 

The problem of human nature . . . seems unanswerable in both its individ¬ 

ual psychological sense and its general philosophical sense. It is highly un¬ 

likely that we, who can know, determine, and define the natural essences 

of all things surrounding us, which we are not, should ever be able to do 

the same for ourselves—this would be like jumping over our own shad¬ 

ows. Moreover, nothing entitles us to assume that man has a nature or es¬ 

sence in the same sense as other things. In other words, if we have a na¬ 

ture or essence, then surely only a god could know and define it.28 

To avoid this problem, she proffers the notion of human condition 

(which includes as well those self-made things that enter into, alter, and 

condition our existence) in contradistinction to human nature. In this 

regard, neither Kropotkin nor Bookchin appeal to a deity or a transcen¬ 

dental realm, though Bookchin s analysis often takes on messianic 
qualities. 

A related criticism is that an ecoanarchist position that presents 

humans as cooperative by nature (though affected adversely by artifi¬ 

cial, cultural hierarchy and competition) conflates our essential nature 

with our potential (better) nature, constructing model institutions or 

practices upon an unrealized (or even unrealizable) ideal. In so doing, 

the argument goes, it falls prey to an essentiahsm that cannot account 

fully for or accommodate actions that do not fit the assumptions of 

solidarity or cooperation (e.g., antisocial behavior).29 The briefest 

sketch of possible responses by an ecoanarchist to this line of criticism 

might be to defend claims and positions such as (1) our essential nature 

is in fact our unrealized potential nature; (2) we have not yet achieved a 

free society in which our true nature can emerge fully and be displayed; 

(3) in small, voluntary communities such as those formed or envisioned 

by anarchists, harmony, mutual aid, and cooperation are (would be) 

the norm; (4) social revolution could usher in a society in which avarice 

and strife would exist only in easily manageable forms; and (5) public 

opinion, social censure, and civic morality would be able to handle 
most cases of antisocial or egoistic behavior. 
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More generally, many anarchists have found in nature—not only 

in human nature—guiding inspiration for human sociation, and so a 

very “natural” connection between anarchism and ecology has 

emerged. For example, it has been argued that Taoism has a close affin¬ 

ity with both anarchist and ecological sensibilities since it locates hu¬ 

mans completely within nature, and it is fundamentally antiauthoritar¬ 

ian, holistic, and radically critical of existing society.30 About other 

historical examples, we find Bookchin arguing that, “the concept of liv¬ 

ing close to nature lent Spanish Anarchism some of its most unique fea¬ 

tures—vegetarian diets, often favoring uncooked foods; ecological hor¬ 

ticulture; simplicity of dress; a passion for the countryside; even 

nudism.”31 It is no surprise, then, to find Kropotkin lauding the virtues 

of becoming nature-literate and of being “familiarised with the forces 

of Nature which some day [one] will have to utilise.”32 Woodcock has 

remarked of this association that anarchists have often looked to peas¬ 

ants as revolutionary figures since they are thought to be close to the 

earth and nature, and thus to be more “anarchic” in their responses. 

This turn toward “the natural, the spontaneous, the individual, sets 

[the anarchist] against the whole highly organized structure of modern 

industrial and statist society.”33 

The easy embrace of ecology by anarchists along with the early 

and continued influence of anarchism in the politicization of ecology 

thereby appear more understandable. In other words, it was neither ac¬ 

cident nor opportunism that Kropotkin developed some of the first 

theoretical and practical links between biological field studies and a lib¬ 

ertarian social vision or that Bookchin was able to discern the revolu¬ 

tionary potential of a nonmechanistic ecological science and to forge 

some of the initial ties with emerging social movements. The perspec¬ 

tive of the oft-cited and influential ecological “Blueprint for Survival” 

(1972)34 has also been compared with Kropotkin’s much earlier work 

in terms of their stress on the need for small ecological communities, 

for example, even if differences exist between the two outlooks (e.g., 

the former relies more on governmental action).35 Finally, it has been 

observed that Kropotkin 

laid the conceptual foundation for a radical theory of human ecology. He 

viewed nature and people in nature as organic, interrelated wholes—the 

actions of any one part affecting all other parts. Imbalances which exist in 

nature thus reflect imbalances which exist in human relationships.36 

As we shall see next, Kropotkin and Bookchin appeal as well to nature 

(and a particular conception of it) as a ground for their ethics. 
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Ethical Naturalism 

Kropotkin’s Ethics can reasonably be read as an extension of Mutual Aid 

and an application of the latter book’s ideas to the field of morality, 

which, he argues, is based upon solidarity and sociality. In this work, he 

attempts to ground ethics on a naturalistic basis, to show that nature re¬ 

tains a distinct moral dimension, and to locate mutual aid, solidarity, and 

justice as elements innate to human nature. Like Bookchin, Kropotkin ar¬ 

gues that we can learn from a “sound philosophy of Nature” and, fur¬ 

thermore, derive our ideals from it. In the process, he points us back to the 

ancient Greeks (again like Bookchin) for guidance. He finds a new, wid¬ 

ened conception of life emerging that allows us to conceive of matter as 

alive and undergoing the same cycles of growth and decay as living be¬ 

ings, a view which harks back to pre-Socratic hylozoism,37 Kropotkin ar¬ 

gues that a study of nature can provide us with an explanation of the 

sources of morality, including their rational origin, but he urges that we 

proceed further to find a justification for such a naturalistic ethic that 

takes as its end something in life rather than something outside it—that is, 

transcendental. Ethics must demonstrate how moral conceptions were 

able to develop from the sociality inherent in higher animals and primitive 

savages, to highly idealistic moral teachings.”38 Regarding this issue, he 

believes it is possible to conceive of human history as the evolution of an 

ethical factor and an inherent tendency on our part to organize social life 
on the basis of mutual aid. 

In Ethics, Kropotkin continues his critique of the view that nature 

is “red in tooth and claw.” He recapitulates his argument for mutual 

aid within species as the predominant factor in progressive evolution 

and the preservation or welfare of species, calling this principle a “per¬ 

manent instinct always at work. Mutual sympathy contains the rudi¬ 

ments of moral conscience, permitting feelings of benevolence, group 

identification, and eventually a sense of justice or equity to emerge. The 

moral sense, moreover, is described as a natural faculty like our senses 

of sight, smell, or touch. Kropotkin, in fact, goes so far as to assert that 

‘the very ideas of bad and good, and man’s abstraction concerning ‘the 

supreme good’ have been borrowed from Nature.”39 They are reflec¬ 

tions in the human mind of what has been observed of animal life.40 

Nature, he claims, must be seen as “the first ethical teacher of man.”41 

On this point, Kropotkin devotes considerable attention to showing 

how primitive cultures exhibited a deep sense of kinship with, respect 

for, and understanding of the natural world. Nonhuman creatures in 

particular imparted feelings of belonging, consociation, and communi¬ 

cation, along with “lessons” like “carnivorous beasts . . . never kill one 
another” and “the strongest beasts are bound to combine.”42 
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Thus, unlike many writers on ethics who begin with the postulate 

that self-preservation is the strongest instinct or who proceed to derive 

their philosophies from what lies outside nature, Kropotkin (like Book- 

chin) begins within nature. When the former path is taken, “the tri¬ 

umph of moral principles . . . represents] a triumph of man over na¬ 

ture. ”4j Although his Ethics makes little mention of anarchism, it is 

implied in related essays that a true ethics—that is, an evolutionist eth¬ 

ics—would likely be a kind of “anarchist morality” because, first, soli¬ 

darity arises from “equality in mutual relations” (an anarchist ideal)44 

and, second, his conception of morality maintains a deep relation to a 

radical political vision. Kropotkin’s maxim, “Without equity there is no 

justice, and without justice, there is no morality,”45 can be compared 

favorably not only with Bookchin’s discussion of the interrelationships 

between equality, justice, and freedom,46 but also with the orientation 

of the pre-Socratics, who often grounded their cosmologies in a radical 

isonomia (equality) and appealed to naturalistic (rather than divine) 

conceptions of justice.47 

At different times, Kropotkin lends greater or lesser emphasis to 

solidarity, sympathy, sociality, and instinct as constituents or bases of 

morality. However, it is not always clear what weighted role each plays 

and how they stand with respect to one another. Regarding instincts, he 

distinguishes three—social, parental, and comradely—of which the first 

is the earliest and strongest. When individual and social instincts con¬ 

flict, the former yields to the latter. For three reasons, Bookchin dis¬ 

tances his own perspective from such theories of instinct which seek to 

confirm mutualism. First, they often offer vague concepts in the place 

of serious arguments and explanations. Second, they can devolve easily 

into sociobiology. Third, they are frequently based on a selective survey 

of animals, ignoring in Kropotkin’s case, for example, many solitary 

animals or advanced mammals, and confusing animal groupings such 

as herds, packs, troops, or communities with societies.48 

Unfortunately, Kropotkin’s other contributions to ethics—espe¬ 

cially his essay “Anarchist Morality”—are sprinkled with spurious 

claims such as animals have conceptions of good and evil of the same 

kind as humans, odd invocations of utilitarian-like criteria (which con¬ 

sider what is useful to the preservation of a race as “good”), and re¬ 

marks like the morality of animals can be summed up in a golden rule. 

His Ethics frequently refers to “laws of nature” that supposedly vali¬ 

date morality, and it exhibits a certain pretense to a “scientific ethics.” 

Despite these weaknesses, Kropotkin develops an early case for a natu¬ 

ralistic ethics that is grounded in the organic world and that must be 

viewed in relation to a more encompassing radical social critique and 

vision. 



310 HISTORICAL CONSIDERATIONS AND COMPARISONS 

One can observe similarities between Kropotkin’s views and the 

work of Ernst Haeckel (1834-1919). Haeckel was a contemporary of 

the Russian anarchist and a figure who is given wide credit for coining 

the term “ecology” and for developing the field as a holistic nonmecha- 

nistic science. For Haeckel, nature implied a spirit of freedom. He 

viewed the natural order as progressive and characterized nature as be¬ 

nevolent. Like Kropotkin, he tried to derive human ethics from animal 

instincts. From his observations of sympathy and altruism in the natu¬ 

ral world, Haeckel concluded that cooperation is the norm for both 

nonhuman and human animals.49 Among anarchists, rough analogies 

to Kropotkin’s notion of mutual aid can also be found in William God¬ 

win’s idea of “universal benevolence” and Tolstoy’s use of love. 

Bookchin opens The Ecology of Freedom with a quote from Kro¬ 

potkin’s Ethics that likewise stresses a double tendency in nature and 

human history toward the increasing intensity of life and a correspond¬ 

ing development of sociality, phenomena which Bookchin interprets to¬ 

gether as symbiotic naturalism.” Thus, Bookchin signals his debt to 

Kropotkin and his desire to extend critically the Russian revolutionary’s 

work. However, while both writers advance a form of naturalistic eth¬ 

ics, there are significant differences in what they accent, appeal to and 

conclude. Bookchin distinguishes, for example, more clearly than Kro¬ 

potkin between the human and the nonhuman and their respective ca¬ 

pacities (or lack thereof) for forming societies and making ethical deci¬ 

sions. Kropotkin maintained that intellectual differences between 

animals and humans were ones of degree (rather than of kind) so that 

one might admit the collective intelligence of an ant’s nest or a beehive; 

acknowledge that horses, dogs, and other animals who live closely with 

humans have moral conceptions; and recognize that humans cannot 

judge the “morality” of worker-bees when they kill drones. Bookchin 

sees this kind of extensiomsm and projection as ill-founded and concep¬ 

tually muddled. He claims that insects such as ants and bees are geneti¬ 

cally programmed, that institutions and societies (as opposed to com¬ 

munities) are unique to human beings,50 and that human animals 

(unlike nonhumans) possess the capacity for rational, abstract, and 

ethical reflection (although Bookchin appeals at times to an animistic 
sensibility that might belie some of these distinctions).51 

Like Kropotkin, Bookchin advances a case for an objective ecologi¬ 
cal ethics “ one rooted in the natural order of things—within an evo¬ 

lutionary perspective, extending and deepening some of Kropotkin’s 

claims or advancing on their simplicity in an attempt to develop a form 

ot dialectical naturalism. Dialectical naturalism “ecologies” the dialec¬ 

tic. It attempts to understand in fluid and processual terms the phe¬ 

nomena of evolution within the framework of a rational interpreta- 
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tion.53 Dialectical reason, in turn, unlike instrumental and analytic 

reason, views reality as developmental rather than as static, acknowl¬ 

edging that Being is forever Becoming and that entities pass beyond 

themselves into a stage of otherness that retains former levels.54 This 

general perspective is, of course, much earlier and more fully articu¬ 

lated in Hegel’s idealism and Marx and Engels’s materialism. Bookchin, 

however, interprets and develops Hegel’s dialectic along naturalistic and 

organic lines. He rejects a cosmic Geist (spirit) and the culmination of 

the dialectic in an “Absolute.” He modifies the role given to strife (by 

emphasizing as well reconciliation) and attends more to nature’s “exis¬ 

tential details” than had Hegel. In the same way, Bookchin criticizes 

Engels’s appeal to rigid “natural laws,” which are based in an out¬ 

moded physics and mechanical science, and he offers an alternative to 

Marx’s images of matter and labor (the latter is the counterpart of the 

former), which are divested of or divorced from ethical substance and 

subjectivity. 
According to Bookchin, dialectical naturalism provides an objec¬ 

tive basis for ethical judgments in that “what-is” (an actuality or He¬ 

gel’s Realitat) can be measured against “what-it-should-be” (a fulfilled 

potentiality or Hegel’s Wirklicbkeit) in terms of the criteria of rational¬ 

ity and morality. In more Aristotelian language, dialectical naturalism is 

anchored in a natural ontology and causality that sees matter as in¬ 

formed with a latent potentiality and a nisus that allows it to strive to¬ 

ward an actualized form, which can be guided by intrinsic or extrinsic 

forces toward the realization of an immanent, though not predeter¬ 

mined, telos. This process contains a meaning that, in Bookchin’s inter¬ 

pretation, is not only directive and purposive but rife with ethical con¬ 

tent in its commitment to wholeness, completion, and fulfillment. 

Kropotkin, it must be noted, rejected both teleological explanation 

and the dialectical method as it was applied to natural science. On 

these matters, a significant difference exists in the approaches of the 

two anarchists. Kropotkin argued that the only viable method was the 

scientific one, which proceeds through the use of induction and deduc¬ 

tion. He described dialectics as antiquated, unable to produce a new 

nineteenth-century discovery in physics, chemistry, biology, psychology, 

anthropology, or astronomy. Unlike Bookchin, he does not find Hegel’s 

work to be of value to the naturalist. Kropotkin, too, denies the merit 

of teleological factors and metaphysical frameworks. He agrees with 

Darwin that nature evinces no certain signs of evolution governed ac¬ 

cording to “preconceived aims” or as operating by a “guiding power.” 

In this regard, Kropotkin’s conception of anarchism is more of a me¬ 

chanical—specifically, kinetic—interpretation of natural phenomena 

than a processual one.55 
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Kropotkin, however, spoke of a harmony in nature that is discov¬ 

erable by the human mind56 and maintained that when the feeling of 

solidarity surfaces that “it is the whole evolution of the animal king¬ 

dom speaking in us.”57 Despite his differences with Kropotkin on the 

value of dialectical and teleological thought, Bookchin recalls and de¬ 

velops older ideas of this kind in an attempt to recover reason as a 

self-organizing attribute of nature that allows us to “know nature 

within nature.”58 Such an understanding is made possible because hu¬ 

mans are (at least potentially) nature become self-conscious, the 

“knowingness” in effect of the organic world. We are the very “em¬ 

bodiment of nature’s evolution into intellect, mind and self- 

reflexivity.”59 Like Kropotkin, he claims that evolution exists not only 

around and about us but also within us.60 Therefore, we participate in 

and can contribute creatively and consciously to its movement toward 

increasing complexity and variety (instead of destructively hindering its 

development and fostering simplicity and uniformity).61 Our interven¬ 

tions into the natural world are thus “inherent and inevitable” and im¬ 

ply minimally human stewardship of the earth, ideas for which he has 

been challenged by some other ecological thinkers and activists, espe¬ 
cially those associated with deep ecology.62 

For Bookchin, as for many of the ancient Greeks (especially the 

pre-Socratic philosophers), the cosmos is laden with ethical meaning; it 

shows an ethical “grain” of sorts that can provide a “common ethical 

voice” for humanity and the natural world. Nature itself is not an eth¬ 

ics, though it can act as a matrix or ground for one, providing us with 

an “ethical ontology.” “Nature,” rather than humans, “is writing its 

own nature philosophy and ethics,” argues Bookchin, advancing a 

C^a*^63"^iat ^aS s*nce °luabfied by the words “metaphorically speak¬ 
ing.”6’ By this position, he means that reason, freedom, and selfhood 

(as well as human culture) should be seen as emergent from and inti¬ 

mately bound with (not opposed to) a first nature that exhibits a fecun¬ 
dity and latent, self-elaborating intentionality. 

In aiticulating his ontological ethics, Bookchin counterposes it 
sharply to utilitarian,64 relativistic,65 and Kantian66 positions that he 

critiques as inadequate. He is especially concerned to show the manner 

in which such a “libertarian ethics” (as he calls it at one point) is (1) 

tied to a conception of techne that recognizes limits of form and is 

rooted in natural evolution, (2) expressed in an economy that is ra¬ 

tional and moral, and (3) embedded in a community and society that 

are nonhierarchical, radically democratic, and ecological. He is aware 

t at one should be cautious in selecting nature as an ethical ground be¬ 

cause of past attempts that provided ideological support for slavery, hi¬ 

erarchy, or oligarchy. Nevertheless, the issue as to whether such an 
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ethic participates in the naturalistic fallacy—in which one mistakenly 

derives a valuational or prescriptive “ought” from a factual or descrip¬ 

tive “is”—is complex but needs to be mentioned.67 

Social ecology’s first reply to such a charge might be to deny the 

applicability of the fallacy to its version of naturalistic ethics, which 

conceives of reasoning as entailing a dialectical logic (A equals both A 

and not-A), not an analytic logic (A equals A). In dialectical logic, there 

are no “brute facts” without a history and a future.68 What is must be 

seen in relation to what was and what is becoming, a process that im¬ 

plicitly delivers a criterion of judgment in terms of the fulfilled or un¬ 

fulfilled potentiality. Second, social ecology grounds its ethic in a view 

of evolution that, though supported by biological and cultural evidence, 

is an assumption of sorts as well. To judge—even critically confront 

and assail—the current, dominant expressions of “second nature” (hi¬ 

erarchy, the state, capitalism, class, private property, etc.), Bookchin ad¬ 

mits, makes sense “only if we assume that there is potentiality and 

self-directiveness in organic evolution toward greater subjectivity, con¬ 

sciousness, self-reflexivity.”69 Such an assumption appears to be war¬ 

ranted for Bookchin not only because of the weight of support it finds 

in evolutionary biology and natural ecology (the arguments and evi¬ 

dence in these fields are extremely contentious),70 but also because of 

the drawbacks of nonnaturalistic ethics and denatured conceptions of 

reason, the failings of liberalism and socialism to create a rational eco¬ 

logical society and, finally, the utopian promise of social ecology’s own 

vision. Since an image of nature offers us as well an image of society, it 

would behoove humanity to “choose” one that is not only compatible 

with but also contributive to social goals such as equality, freedom, or 

natural and cultural diversity.71 
Third, just as social ecology is arguably not reducible to natural 

ecology nor second nature analyzable into a prior first nature, neither is 

a distinctly human ethics simply “plucked” out of or built upon blind, 

amoral natural laws and facts. Moreover, nature does not teach us easy 

“lessons” (to use Kropotkin’s language), and what might be deemed 

“natural” is not ipso facto universally “good.” Instead, an ethics is 

educed—rather than empirically induced or formally deduced—from 

the natural world in the sense that potentialities and possibilities are ar¬ 

ticulated and made manifest to the human mind and culture as what 

should be.72 Whereas the naturalistic fallacy expresses itself in forms in¬ 

volving either the definition of value predicates in factual and empuical 

claims or the deduction of value judgments from a set of facts, the eco¬ 

logical ethics of social ecology neither appeals ultimately to brute, fro¬ 

zen facts and immediate, perceivable reality nor uses a hypothetico- 

deductive method (e.g., syllogistic reasoning) to derive an “ought from 
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an “is.” Rather, such an ethics locates its sources and problems within 

a historical process from which it emerges, where boundaries are fluid 
and developmental transitions are significant.73 

From Slate to Community: Anarcho-communism 

In order to better understand the views of Kropotkin and Bookchin on 

ethics, human nature, and mutualism in natural and social ecology, we 

must examine their more encompassing commitments to and defenses 

of a form of anarcho-communism, which they distinguish from tradi¬ 
tional socialism. As part of a shared vision, Bookchm follows Kropot¬ 

kin in offering (1) a deep critique of the state and a critical recovery of 

an older, radically democratic conception of community; (2) an appeal 

to a particular conception of revolution in order to realize a free, non¬ 

authoritarian society; (3) the advocacy of decentralist principles and lo¬ 

cal or regional forms of social and political organization; and (4) a 

stress on a new form of radical agriculture and its integration with 

small-scale industry (subjects considered in turn in the following sec¬ 

tions). Like the areas discussed earlier in this essay, Bookchin often de¬ 

parts from Kropotkin s ideas, provides needed revisions of anthropo¬ 

logical and biological findings, or makes advances on simplistic, 

scientistic, or technophilic formulations. But one is also struck by the 

degree to which Bookchin’s perspective remains part of a theoretical 
lineage that is continually informed or inspired by earlier work on 
(r)evolutionary anarchism.74 

Anarcho-communism denotes for Bookchm a term that by definition 
denies the merit of any claim to domination and one that preserves the lib¬ 

ertarian element in a viable revolutionary project.7'' Kropotkin’s similar 

theoretical perspective on the subject is developed in The Conquest of 

Bread (1892) and numerous pamphlets.76 In short, anarcho-communism 

is based on notions of voluntary stateless cooperation, collectivization of 

the means of production, abolition of the wage system, and free distribu¬ 

tion, a concept and practice with roots older than anarchism itself. The 

tradition of anarcho-communism to which Kropotkin and Bookchin be¬ 

long must be contrasted with individualist (e.g., Stirner and Tucker), syn¬ 

dicalist (e.g., Sorel and trade unions), mutualist (e.g., Proudhon), pacifist 

(c.g., o stoy), and collectivist (e.g., Bakunin) forms. In Kropotkin’s first 

discussions of the idea, he emphasized the need for such a revolution to be 

carried out through and based upon local communes. He points out that 

capitalism leads not to overproduction but to underconsumption, a phe- 

nomenon that would be eliminated in a free society that encourages 

meaningful work and a new scheme of distribution. Kropotkin endeav- 
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ored specifically to find a scientific basis for anarcho-communism, which 

he described as a nongovernmental system of socialism, a nonauthoritar¬ 

ian school of free communism, and a synthesis of economic and political 

freedom. For him, anarchism was in line with and an ultimate expression 

of the philosophy of evolution.77 

With respect to a critique of the state, Kropotkin argued that it is 

not only the destroyer of creativity and initiative, but that for three 

hundred years the state systematically eliminated groups and institu¬ 

tions such as tribes, villages, fraternities, and guilds in which mutual 

aid practices flourished. It increasingly absorbed social functions and 

encouraged the rise of a narrow individualism. “In proportion as the 

obligations towards the State grew in numbers the citizens were evi¬ 

dently relieved from their obligations towards each other.”78 In a broad 

conclusion that later finds expression in the urban and technological 

narratives of Lewis Mumford and Bookchin, Kroptokin observed that 

throughout history there have been two opposed tendencies locked in 

conflict, which he names variously as the imperialist and federalist tra¬ 

ditions, the Roman and popular traditions, or the authoritarian and 

libertarian traditions. In his view, the state, with its centralizing, anti¬ 

democratic orientation,79 belongs clearly to the former of these poles. 

Contrary to the emphasis of some anarchists historically, Bookchin 

argues that forging a free and ecological society is not just a matter of 

overthrowing the state. It also requires the creation or recovery of lib- 

eratory institutions (like those Kropotkin celebrated) and the reconsti¬ 

tution of human relationships on communal bases. This further step is 

necessary because the state has colonized and absorbed social life, just 

as it has bureaucratized and politicized the economy. The state is not 

simply a complex of political, military, or bureaucratic institutions; it 

also has a psychological history and fosters a distinct epistemology or a 

state of mind that derives from its own bureaucratic or militaristic form 

of organization. Its emergence—a slow evolution rather than a sudden 

eruption or revolution—was predicated, as Kropotkin had argued, 

upon the reworking of organic or traditional cultures and customs into 

forms that allowed for social domination. Its appearance was prefig¬ 

ured by the rise of warrior societies, priestly corporations, and political 

professionals. Bookchin, however, attempts to distinguish his own per¬ 

spective slightly from that of Kropotkin (and Bakunin) whom, he as¬ 

serts, saw the state either as “historically necessary” or as an “unavoid¬ 

able evil.” But there does not appear to be much substantiation for this 

claim in Kropotkin’s case.80 
Both Kropotkin and Bookchin differentiate between society and 

state and then further (at least clearly in Bookchin’s case) between com¬ 

munity and society, even if the two realms have been fused together in 
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recent history.81 Whereas Kropotkin looked to the medieval commune 

(or city) for his normative model, Bookchin turns more to the Hellenic 

polis.8- In both instances, they seek to revive and revitalize the commu¬ 

nity as civic and cooperative sphere.83 For Kropotkin, the medieval city 

emerges from the village community, which was a “universal phase of 

evolution” that had encouraged common fishing, hunting, fruit culture, 

and agriculture as an outgrowth of the earlier gens or clan. The medie¬ 

val city, however, was not a state in modern terms because there existed 

neither centralization of functions nor territorial centralization, even 

though it did have the right to form alliances, to wage war, and to de¬ 

clare peace. Instead, the city was divided into numerous quarters or 

sections which often corresponded to a particular profession or trade. 

The city was akin to a “double federation” consisting of households 

belonging to small, local unions such as the section or parish, and of 

individuals united to guilds. As Kropotkin argued, the commune, too, 

was a voluntary association that brought together common interests 

rather than an extension of local government. In uniting with other 

communes, it formed a sphere of cooperation that was radically differ¬ 

ent from the centralized state. The availability of goods in such a 

sphere was based upon need rather than contribution, a feature that 

distinguishes Kropotkin s outlook from that of some other anarchists. 

The guilds were federated with small village communities to form the 
city (the guild of guilds), and they possessed their own military forces. 

They were also marked by brotherly feelings and self-jurisdiction- each 
person referred to others as “brother” and “sister,” and all were seen as 

equals. According to Kropotkin, the guild answered to a need inherent in 

human nature, and it was characterized by all those features that the state 

later appropriated for its police and bureaucracy. Comprehended as a 

whole, the commune was thus mutui adjutorii conjuratio, an oath of mu¬ 
tual aid, and a wholly natural organism. As Kropotkin puts it: 

The mediaeval city . . was not simply a political organization for the 

protection of certain political liberties. It was an attempt at organizing, on 

a much grander scale than in a village community, a close union for mu¬ 

tual aid and support, for consumption and production, and for social life 

altogether, without imposing upon men the fetters of the State, but of giv- 

mg full liberty of expression to the creative genius of each separate group 

o individuals in art, crafts, science, commerce, and political orgamza- 

The commune thereby exercised a great moral authority upon the peo- 

p e. Both nobles and ecclesiastics had to submit to the folkmote (peo- 

pes general assembly), a principle embodied in the saying, “Who en- 
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joys here the right of water and pasture must obey.” Like Bookchin, 

Kropotkin often stresses the importance of the ethical and utopian di¬ 

mensions to political and social practices.85 For example, he notes that 

the ethical significance of communal possessions was greater than their 

economic value, and indicates that they functioned to maintain tradi¬ 

tions and practices of mutual aid that served as checks upon the unbri¬ 

dled growth of avarice and individualism. He points out further that la¬ 

borers enjoyed both prosperity and respect, observing that “not only 

many aspirations of our modern radicals were already realized in the 

middle ages, but much of what is described now as Utopian was ac¬ 

cepted then as a matter of fact.”86 

According to Kropotkin, the dissolution and decline of community 

iife began with the control exercised increasingly by lay or clerical lords 

over the villages. Medieval citizens made the error of not reaching out 

to newcomers and of basing their wealth upon industry and trade, re¬ 

sulting in the neglect of agriculture. Another cause of decline was a 

change in the chief ideas and principles that governed city life, includ¬ 

ing federalism, self-reliance, and sovereignty of all groups. Social and 

political salvation was sought with greater frequency in a centralized 

state, which was eventually thought to have near-divine authority. 

Apart from these major changes and the appropriation of communal 

lands by central authorities, some mutual aid practices nevertheless 

were maintained over time, and Kropotkin chronicles the attempts to 

reconstruct community on surviving forms of solidarity such as com¬ 

munist fraternities or the common use of the soil. Most importantly for 

present-day problems, Kropotkin concludes from his historical analysis 

that mutual aid should not exist solely in small associations. Rather, 

such groups must expand their ideas and practices to surrounding ar¬ 

eas, or risk the possibility of being absorbed from outside. 
Despite the many merits of his accounts, first, as balancing correc¬ 

tives to the views of Huxley, Hobbes, and other social historians and, 

second, as providing a plausible normative model for social change, 

Kropotkin did not seem to recognize very fully the frequent oppressive¬ 

ness of custom and tradition in closely knit primitive societies, ancient 

towns, and medieval cities. He appears either to tacitly condone or, 

more likely, to naively overlook the possibility of forms of moral and 

cultural authoritarianism, however much they might have been miti¬ 

gated by democratic and egalitarian practices. In his wide-ranging an¬ 

thropology of anarchism, Harold Barclay has called attention to some 

tendencies within the medieval guild system toward a class orientation, 

rule by wealthy patricians, exploitation of apprentices (of whom strict 

obedience was often demanded), and the increasing development of a 

population of wage-earning proletarians.87 Bookchin also alerts us to 
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the fact that customs can be “highly opaque emotional sanctions” 

whereby the governing “morality” mystifies and hides a formerly co¬ 

herent egalitarian orientation.88 In this respect, Kropotkin’s “ecocom- 

munitarianism” is vulnerable to some of the charges that beset the vi¬ 
sions of certain of the “new communitarians.”89 

Bookchin, too, charts a parallel but more complex history of po¬ 

litical, social, and private institutions and practices, placing greater em¬ 

phasis than Kropotkin on the changing roles of hierarchy and reason, 

the near hegemony of capitalism and a market economy, the develop¬ 

ment of modern industrial technics and science, and the failings of 

Marxism, liberalism, and representative government. As part of his 

plan for an ecological society, he argues for the importance of the polis 

as a guiding community model (as well as such experiments as Swiss 

communes and New England towns) and explores the possibility of cre¬ 

ating ecocommunities and a new libertarian municipalism. The polis es¬ 

pecially serves as a guide for reconstructing society along communitar¬ 

ian lines because of its organic emergence from prior forms like the 

family and village, its sense of aesthetic and ethical balance (intellect 

and body, town and countryside, art and craft), and its distinct commit¬ 

ment to both direct democracy (each citizen had a rule in turn in the 

Ecclesia or popular assembly) and a common nonprofessional, nonbu- 

reaucratic political life. As Hannah Arendt has observed, it embodied a 

unique sphere of civic freedom in which relationships were conceived as 

equal and public decisions were made in an agonistic and cooperative 
space. 

Moreover, as Bookchin argues, the poleis were characterized—at 

least ideally—by the well-roundedness of their citizens, who received a 

moral training through direct political participation. A further signifi¬ 

cant feature of the polls as a model for ecological communities is the 

fact that it encouraged autarkeia (self-rule and self-sufficiency) for the 

individual while limiting its own tendencies toward growth and expan¬ 

sion, toward passing beyond human scale into a mega-polis or cosmo- 

Pol's effect. “So long as the polis grows without losing its sense of 
unity, let it grow—but no further,” wrote Plato.91 Aristotle lent his sup¬ 

port to this view as well, remarking that the citizens of a community 

must be familiar with each other’s characters so that “the best limit of 

the population of a polls” is that which “can be taken in at a single 
view. & 

The concept of ecological communities draws upon and extends 
tie outlook of natural ecology where, for example, soil and forest com- 

munifes can be identified and located within a broader environment. In 

Bookchin s view, ecocommunities would cultivate and retain the most 
desirable features of the Athenian polls, the medieval commune or 
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seventeenth-century New England townships. As he puts it in an early 

characterization that recalls Kropotkin, they would be further sup¬ 

ported by a rational ecological technology that is scaled to local dimen¬ 

sions and help as well to restore an equilibrium between land and 

town, agriculture and industry.93 An ecocommunity “must describe a 

decentralized community that allows for direct popular administration, 

the efficient return of wastes to the countryside, the maximum use of 

local resources—and yet it must be large enough to foster cultural di¬ 

versity and psychological uniqueness.”94 

Revolution and Evolution 

Closely bound with Kropotkin’s and Bookchm’s antiauthoritarianism 

(especially an opposition to statism) and communitarianism (more ex¬ 

actly, civic republicanism in Bookchin’s case) is a notion of radical so¬ 

cial change. The concept of revolution has been bound since its en¬ 

trance into political theory with natural philosophy and particularly 

with astronomy, a natural science that studies the changing movements 

and cycles of the heavens and their seeming return to a point of ori¬ 

gin.95 Nineteenth-century theorists, moreover, often characterized na¬ 

ture in terms of an evolutionary process, and some like Kropotkin went 

a step further to present humans as part of a larger organic develop¬ 

ment that can progress by fits and bounds and not just slow growth.96 

Both Kropotkin and Bookchin link major shifts and advances in science 

with analogous and related upheavals in society.9. In particular, evolu¬ 

tion and revolution are interwoven for Kropotkin, while ecology and 

revolution are deeply imbricated for Bookchin. 
Contrary to Bakunin’s conception of revolution as apocalypse (an 

image Kropotkin invoked in the early 1880s), Kropotkin spoke later of 

revolutions as natural processes, as “periods of accelerated rapid evolu¬ 

tion” that “belong to the unity of nature as do the times when evolu¬ 

tion takes place more slowly.”98 An evocative and a provocative link 

between Kropotkin’s evolutionary and revolutionary views is discerni¬ 

ble in the similar language he applies to both the biological and politi¬ 

cal realms, particularly the notion of “direct action.” Direct ac¬ 

tion—“propaganda by deed” as it has sometimes been called—is an 

idea and practice that is associated closely with anarchists. It is one that 

underscores the autonomy of individuals, illustrates the efficacy of col¬ 

lective activity, and reveals or even reverses the deeper relations of 

power. Kropotkin, however, also increasingly described "the direct ac¬ 

tion of the environment” as a major factor in evolution, in producing, 

for example, the adaptions in the outer forms and inner structures of 
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plants.94 In so doing, he questioned the more popularized overemphasis 

on natural selection, struggle, and chance variations (or unknown 

causes). Instead, he imparted a greater degree of influence to climate, 

temperature, air composition, food, sun level, and surrounding physical 

conditions—in short, one might say, to the earth itself—than had been 

previously acknowledged. When such an idea is understood in or trans¬ 

lated into a social and political context, it is possible to see the manner 

in which the weight of authority, tradition, hierarchy, or fatalistic belief 

could be challenged by new developments in science. In brief, revolu¬ 

tion might be a natural extension of evolution, facilitatible in part by 
direct action. 

In Kropotkin’s view, though, individual revolutionaries do not cre¬ 

ate revolutions; instead, they might guide, unite, and relate the efforts 

that begin with the people themselves. The revolution is a concrete 

event in which the participants achieve heightened consciousness of 

their own actions. Revolution should not end in a “revolutionary gov¬ 

ernment” (which is self-defeating) but progress toward the goal of com¬ 

plete equality. Here one can note the similarity to Bookchin’s view that 

revolutionaries have the responsibility of helping others become revo¬ 

lutionaries, not of ‘making’ revolutions.”100 This activity, too, is only 

possible when the revolutionary herself or himself undergoes a process 

of radical self-liberation since deep changes in personal life must neces¬ 

sarily accompany revolutionary action. In fact, Bookchin suggests that 

revolution might be defined as the most developed kind of self-activity, 

as direct action raised to a level where the land, the factories, indeed 

the very streets, are directly taken over by the autonomous people.”101 

In arguing for the necessity of radical social change, Bookchin em¬ 

phasizes the value of revolutionary ethical resistance (to support a so¬ 
cial and political stance, create a moral economy, and combat oppor¬ 

tunism), direct action (as a sensibility not simply a tactic), affinity 

groups (rather than vanguards or mass actions), as well as creativity 

and spontaneity in group actions. In his view, revolution must be cul¬ 

tural as well as social and must challenge hierarchy and domination in 

alt areas of life (social, political, personal, and economic) and in all its 

Lorms: humans over the environment, men over women, the old over 

the young, and so on. To date, however, there has been relatively less 

emphasis in Bookchin’s work upon racial questions, matters of gender 

international problems, or issues related to environmental justice than 

other theoretical or substantive areas. The utopian dimension to change 

is especially important to Bookch.n, and he comments repeatedly upon 

and warns against the dangers of cooptation, conflicts internal to radi¬ 

cal movements and manipulation by “managerial radicals.” Most re¬ 

cently, he has decried and decelebrated the avoidance of social revolu- 
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tion (or its reduction) by many anarchists, who have opted mainly for 

forms of “lifestyle” revolt or “metaphysical rebellion,” to use Camus’s 

phrase.102 At the same time, he has challenged anarchists and the Left 

to embrace and articulate coherent ecological, feminist, and municipal- 

ist projects, especially those with a “libertarian ambiance.”103 

As he matured, Kropotkin emphasized the evolutionary and peace¬ 

ful aspects of social resistance and reconstruction, as opposed to tradi¬ 

tionally understood revolutionary dimensions. Increasingly, he tried to 

develop anarchist thought in an ethical direction rather than into a so¬ 

cial or political program. Upon this change, Kropotkin reflected: “I 

gradually began to realize that anarchism represents more than a mere 

mode of action and a mere conception of a free society; that it is part 

of a philosophy, natural and social, which must be developed in a quite 

different way from the metaphysical or dialectical methods which have 

been employed in sciences dealing with men.”104 Woodcock argues that 

this shift in focus was in line with Kropotkin’s temperament, his re¬ 

newed interest in science, and his contact with the socialist movement 

in England, which retained libertarian impulses. In formulating his view 

of revolution, Kropotkin succumbed to the lure of productiomsm (a 

bete noire for many greens today), claiming that social revolution must 

first increase production and then permit increased consumption. How¬ 

ever, in advancing his ideas, Kropotkin also helped to wed a conception 

of revolution with both ethical concerns and a vision of a nonhierarchi- 

cal society.105 

Decentralization and (Bio)regionalism 

In developing their ecoanarchist perspectives, Kropotkin and Bookchin 

also turn to forms of decentralist and local or regional organization. In 

Fields, Factories, and Workshops, Kropotkin argued for the abolition 

of the sharp distinction between city and country through a creative 

combination of small-scale industry and agriculture. He advocated as 

well a “synthesis of human activities” that would overcome the separa¬ 

tion of society into intellectual and manual labor. Kropotkin stressed 

the need for integration and balance—for the individual, the economy, 

and society—and underscored the importance of regionalism and de¬ 

centralization (territorial and functional) in industry. His new definition 

of political economy as “a science devoted to the study of the needs of 

men and of the means of satisfying them with the least possible waste 

of energy”106 is implicitly attentive to the ecological dimensions of the 

oikos. To this end, Kropotkin criticized neglect and waste of the land; 

advocated a new, radical agriculture; and envisaged farms along a hor- 
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ticultural and garden model that would be labor-intensive and support 
more people in the process. 

In particular, Kropotkin rejected division of labor in favor of the 

ideal of integration, just as he sought a whole, balanced personality 

through progressive education107 and a healthy, stable, and complex 

biological and social environment. The intellectual, agricultural, and in¬ 

dustrial aspects of social life were to be harmoniously combined: 

A society where each individual is a producer of both manual and intel¬ 

lectual work; where each able-bodied human being is a worker, and where 

each worker works both in the field and the industrial workshop; where 

every aggregation of individuals, large enough to dispose of a certain vari¬ 

ety of natural resources . . . produces and itself consumes most of its own 
agricultural and manufactured produce.108 

In Kropotkin’s view, we must find the best means to combine agricul¬ 

ture with manufacturing, but we must do so on a local and regional 

level so as to promote self-sufficiency. In this sense, he is critical of a 

global market economy that encourages dependencies of knowledge, 
skill, and goods and allows for ruthless competition, low wages, and 

myopic specialization. His message, like that of Bookchin, is both 

(bio)regional and radically egalitarian. He seeks to return power to lo¬ 

calities. “Progress must be looked for in another direction. It is in pro¬ 

ducing for home use.”109 Kropotkin prophesied that the paramount 

problem for Europe in coming years would be to return to an arrange¬ 

ment where food is grown and goods are manufactured for the use of 

those who produce them. In other words, each region is to become 
both its own producer and its own consumer.110 

Bookchin, too, lauds the constructive possibilities of decentraliza¬ 
tion, finding in the small or human scale not just evidence of the beau¬ 

tiful (as Schumacher observed) but also of the emancipatory. He argues 

that the best case for decentralization occurs in Kropotkin’s work be¬ 

cause it views the human community as a kind of modern polis that ad- 

mits of a great degree of “ecological integration of town and country¬ 

side, a highly flexible technology and communications system, a revival 

of artisanship as a productive form of ‘aesthetic enjoyment,’ and direct 

local democracy freed of the social ills, notably slavery, patnarchalism, 

and class conflict. Bookchin points out, however, that appeals to 

decentralization (or even democracy) are meaningless unless accompa¬ 

nied by radical, nonhierarchical social changes as well as communal liv¬ 
ing and working relations: 

To demand “decentralization” without self-management in which every 

person freely participates in decision-making processes in every aspect of 
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life and all the material means of life are communally owned, produced, 

and shared according to need is pure obscurantism. ... To leave questions 

like “who owns what” and “who runs what” unanswered while celebrat¬ 

ing the virtues or beauties of “smallness” verges on demagoguery.112 

He cautions us that decentralization can be divorced quietly by plan¬ 

ners from both specific ecological technologies (e.g., wind or solar ener¬ 

gies) upon which the notion is materially based, and separated further 

by technocrats from a broader, integrating radical social theory of 

which it is part. Decentralization is not merely a stratagem or “logisti¬ 

cal alternative” to centralization and gigantism but a necessary element 

of direct democracy.1 lj 

In an attempt to clarify the practice and idea of decentralization, 

Langdon Winner has elaborated upon some of Bookchin’s concerns and 

caveats, arguing that one must look at a variety of elements in order to 

assess its advantages or drawbacks. Such issues include the number of 

centers in question, their location, their relative power, and their diver¬ 

sity or vitality. He concludes that decentralization no longer necessarily 

implies a radical demand for social reconstruction, as it did in Kropot¬ 

kin’s time. Rather, it is more likely to mean something like “let us place 

greater faith in people’s ability to make plans, shape policies, and man¬ 

age their own public affairs.”114 

Robyn Eckersley has argued that the ecoanarchist case for local 

autonomy and decentralization is problematic, first, because progres¬ 

sive social and environmental changes have often emerged from central 

state governments or international agreements. Thus, a “supraregional 

perspective” involving multilateral state action is also necessary. She 

maintains, second, that strong arguments exist against complete decen¬ 

tralization because urban environments accommodate large populations 

better than the countryside and provide a needed counterpoise to “rural 

romanticism” among many greens.115 In response to these challenges, 

ecoanarchists and social ecologists might agree to some extent with the 

thrust of the second point because many of them—and especially Book- 

chin—explicitly include cities within a framework for ecological com¬ 

munities, libertarian municipalism, and a new relationship for town 

and countryside. Bookchin, however, also urges that cities themselves 

be decentralized (and ecologized), remarking that “this is no longer 

utopistic fantasy but a visible necessity.”116 Regarding the first point, it 

might be replied that Eckersley ignores the degree to which the state (in 

both socialist and capitalist forms) and its military, industrial, and tech¬ 

nological complex have contributed directly and deeply to the ecologi¬ 

cal crisis through warfare, pollution, simplification of ecosystems, and 

the like. Moreover, it is still arguable that real, fundamental, and last¬ 

ing change (as opposed to short-term reform) is only possible through a 
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recovery of community, local self-management, and decentralization, as 

Bookchin has long maintained.117 

On a related note, Bookchin and other ecoanarchists such as Kirk¬ 

patrick Sale have spoken approvingly of bioregions as placial frame¬ 

works for situating and relating human communities within the encom¬ 

passing natural world.1 Is Bioregions are a geographical and biological 

concept with political import. Bioregionalism has an intellectual lineage 

in Kropotkin’s radical geography and “dissident” biology as well as in 

Mumford’s ideas on regional planning. Kropotkin, for example, notes 

that most people “know nothing about whence the bread comes which 

we eat” and counsels us generally to familiarize ourselves with and to 
support the regions and communities where we dwell.119 

Finally, the apparent tensions within the writings of Bookchin and 

Kropotkin—and within ecoanarchist thought more generally—between 

decentering (of authority or decision making) and integration (of city 

and country or agriculture and industry), between devolution (of 

power) and evolution (of complexity), and between community!coop¬ 

eration! equality and autonomylfreedomlliberty find a potential resolu¬ 

tion in an underlying philosophical, ecological, and organic holism. 

Kropotkin constantly underscores the value of completion, synthesis, 

and adaptive integration, remarking, for example, that “we must in¬ 

quire what is done with the territory taken as a whole.”120 Bookchin 

follows Hegel’s dictum that “The True is the whole”121 (not just a mys¬ 

tical oneness) and insists upon theoretical coherence, unity-in-diversity, 

and rounded individuals and communities, while challenging reduction- 

ism and dualism in its intellectual and institutional forms. Holism de¬ 

notes for him a conscious attempt to determine the way in which a 

community is arranged qualitatively and how its structure has a history 

and logic that makes it more than the mere sum of it constituent parts, 

and more than an undifferentiated totality or universal. Holism in¬ 

volves differentiated development, actualization of potentiality (to use 
Aristotelian terms), and eventuation in completeness. 

Radical Agriculture 

Anothei major area of shared concern for the two thinkers is a new vi¬ 

sion for our use of cultivated land. Kropotkin argued that the soil of 

Western Europe (and Great Britain in particular) could provide for 

more than the needs of its population through a more labor-intensive 

agriculture. He thereby sounded a theme that was to become a clarion 

call of the movement for ecology seventy years later, even if his esti¬ 

mates were overly optimistic. He pointed out how agriculture was ne- 
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glected and noted that “land is going out of culture at a perilous 

rate,”1"' implying the increased severance of ager from cultura, field 

from farming community, and nature from human society. He named 

as social and political causes of such problems the concentration of 

land ownership in the hands of the few, high profit margins, the devel¬ 

opment of reserves for sport hunting, and the absence of institutions to 

spread practical knowledge about agriculture. In their stead, he argued 

for the necessity of intensive market-gardening, fruit culture, and the 

use of greenhouses, thus anticipating and encouraging these develop¬ 

ments. His approach to agriculture is modeled in large part on a view 

of horticulture that seeks to develop farms along the lines of vegetable 

gardens. Associated labor, in turn, is the solution to growing more and 

working less, and it is to be supported by the use of machines and the 

application of experimental techniques in soil fertility and plant and 

animal breeding. Changes in agriculture must be accompanied by a new 

relation to industry and urban life. Agriculture is in great need of assis¬ 

tance from those who live in cities, observed Kropotkin, refusing to 

side with either an isolated romantic pastoralism or a global, urban 

cosmopolitanism. 

As Cohn Ward has noted, Kropotkin still adhered to Veblenite as¬ 

sumptions about the production of food, and he did not understand 

fully the economics of agriculture under capitalism.123 He was wrong in 

his prediction that industrial nations would return to labor-intensive 

agriculture, since capital-intensive corporate agribusiness has been the 

rule in the twentieth century and many hundreds of thousands of small 

farmers have been driven out of their livelihood.124 Ward adds that 

Kropotkin 

had a mechanistic nineteenth-century attitude to the land, was as cavalier 

about crop rotation systems as the modern British cereal farmer, and 

would probably have regarded contemporary factory-farming methods as 

just another indication of the indefinite expansion of production on a 

given area of land. Those who are worried about questions of conserva¬ 

tion and pollution in the countryside will have little difficulty in pinpoint¬ 

ing the farmer as the most serious polluter, through the use of herbicides, 

fungicides and pesticides and through the discharge of untreated effluents, 

and would ask whether the modern extension of Kropotkin’s ideas would 

depend upon the exploitation and exhaustion of the soil.125 

Nevertheless, Kropotkin’s goal of creating “garden cities”—an idea fur¬ 

ther developed and popularized by Ebenezer Howard1"6—and of find¬ 

ing “what can and ought to be obtained from the land under a proper 

and intelligent treatment” still remains with us.127 
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Bookchin employs the Kropotkinian language of integration and 

communitarianism in advancing his comparable case for a new form of 

agriculture.I2S Radical agriculture would be an extension of early farm¬ 

ing practices with their animistic sensibilities and sacred rituals, and it 

would belong to a “moral economy” that views the land as an oikos of 

living bacteria, insects, plants, and animals. This perspective stands in 

contrasts to industrial agribusiness, which belongs to a “market econ¬ 

omy” that treats the earth as resource to be exploited.129 Voicing 

themes that have been hallmarks of his social ecology, Bookchin cele¬ 

brates radical agricultural practices for recognizing biotic communities, 

helping to restore human communities, and promoting complexity, sta¬ 

bility, and natural and social variety. Such an orientation is not prem¬ 

ised simply upon new ecological techniques. Instead, it is grounded in a 

“new non-Promethean sensibility” that views agriculture as a kind of 

culture, encouraging us to reinhabit the land rather than seeking escap¬ 
ist agrarian refuges upon it. 

Bookchin, it should be noted, first considered the dangers of 

chemicals in food in the early 1950s and explored problems related to 

the environment, agriculture, and health in the 1960s, commencing 

with Our Synthetic Environment. This work shortly preceded Rachel 

Carson’s better known Silent Spring and also exceeded it in terms of its 

deeper social and political analysis. At the same time, it helped to give 

rise to Bookchin’s radical social ecology.130 In this writing, he identified 

problems related to soil deterioration; spoke of the dangerous use of 

pesticides, hormones, and antibiotics in agriculture; and found links be¬ 

tween environmental degradation and cancer. The concluding chapters, 

too, sketch urban regionalism and decentralized human scale communi¬ 

ties as necessary elements in the search for plausible social and political 
directions. 

Further Similarities and Differences 

In terms of further similarities between Bookchin and Kropotkin,131 

one could note briefly, first, their unified opposition to capitalism in all 

its forms, whether state, free-market, or some combination thereof For 

Bookchin, capitalism is a “social cancer”-“the greatest disease society 

ever suffered” ’-—one that is “inherently anti-ecological,”133 responsi¬ 

ble for undoing natural evolution, simplifying the organic and social 

worlds, promoting unrestrained technological growth, and destroying 

institutions and practices involving mutual aid and civic participation. 

Furthermore, the most significant contradictions of capitalism lie not 
within the system itself but between it and the natural world.134 In a 
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like vein, Kropotkin argues that the state is linked closely with capital¬ 

ism, an association that promotes exploitation of labor, social injustice, 

atomistic individualism and political inequality. 

Second, they both oppose mysticism, presenting it as an incoherent 

and incommunicable form of knowledge about the world.135 Bookchin 

especially finds mysticism an ever-present danger in the ecology move¬ 

ment—particularly among deep ecologists—because it is often based 

upon a facile and fatuous opposition to dialectical reason, a rejection of 

important social concerns, and an appeal to an undifferentiated “one¬ 

ness” that can lead easily into authoritarian, quietistic, or even ecofas- 
• • • • 1 

cistic positions. 

Third, both are extremely critical not only of Hobbesian charac¬ 

terizations of nature and human nature but of Malthusian perspectives 

on social issues. Kropotkin criticizes Malthus for providing a pseudo¬ 

scientific justification of inequality and notes the way sociology and bi¬ 

ology have often been intertwined to the detriment of society. Book- 

chin, in turn, directs his polemic against neo-Malthusians, who fail to 

acknowledge the social origins of global population, hunger, and eco¬ 

logical problems, and who promulgate a dangerous antihumanism that 

sometimes border on misanthropy.137 

Fourth, Kropotkin hints at and suggests what in Bookchin’s early 

work becomes thematized as a “postscarcity” (i.e., freedom from scar¬ 

city) social perspective. Kropotkin holds that political economy adheres 

falsely to the belief in the impossibility of expanding productivity and 

satisfying wants, expressing his own productionist faith in the process. 

He argues that “political economy never rises above the hypothesis of a 

limited and insufficient supply of the necessities of life.”1 Kropotkin 

claims that for the first time in history humans are at a point where the 

means for satisfying needs exceed the needs themselves and that well¬ 

being can be achieved by all without placing the burden of oppressive 

or degrading work on anyone,139 thereby exhibiting a technological op¬ 

timism as had Bookchin in early essays like “Toward a Liberatory 

Technology.”140 He asks further: 

Are the means now in use for satisfying human needs, under the present 

system of permanent division of functions and production for profits, 

really economical? . . . Or, are they not mere wasteful survivals from a 

past that was plunged into darkness, ignorance and oppression, and never 

took into consideration the economical and social value of the human be¬ 

ing?141 

Kropotkin claims that—contrary to most other perspectives—the anar¬ 

chist distinguishes between real wants and social and political forces 
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(wars, conquest, ignorance) that inhibit or prevent the satisfaction of 
these needs.142 

Bookchin’s position on scarcity, postscarcity, and biological and so¬ 

cial needs is developed in Post-Scarcity Anarchism, clarified in Toward an 

Ecological Society, and then defined in The Ecology of Freedom, where 

he argues that scarcity can be induced socially and occur even with mate¬ 

rial abundance. He points out that wants are often no longer related to 

needs, which themselves have been fetishized. He believes that in a free 

society needs would be formed through rational choice, autonomy, ethi¬ 

cal deliberation, and consciousness (not through productive forces). A 

postscarcity society would reject “false” or “dehumanizing” needs be¬ 

cause society itself would be largely free of need, having enough material 

resources and social freedom to engage in willful self-limitation. 

In terms of differences of consequence between Bookchin and Kro¬ 

potkin beyond those previously noted, Bookchin criticizes the tradi¬ 

tional anarchist concept of contract and exchange which, he claims, is 

found in Kropotkin’s work.14'1 According to Bookchin, it is based upon 

equivalence and eventuates in “bourgeois conceptions” of right.144 

Bookchin finds this notion of equity to be foreign to a deeper and older 

notion of freedom, and he challenges the restricted concept of freedom 

implied in contractual language. “The higher conception of ‘no revenge 

for wrongs,’ of freely giving more than one expects to receive from his 

neighbors, is proclaimed as being the real principle of morality—a prin¬ 

ciple superior to mere equivalence, equity, or justice, and more condu¬ 

cive to happiness.”145 In “Anarchist Morality,” however, Kropotkin op¬ 

posed the model of mere equity in trade relationships, arguing that 

“something grander, more lovely, more vigorous than mere equity must 

perpetually find a place in life.” He implied further that it would be 

greater than justice. Thus, to some extent, they both gesture to¬ 

ward an idea of supererogation in ethics—that is, one that goes beyond 

duty, need, or obligation. Bookchin also remarks that Kropotkin was 

often a technological determinist who was enamored with economic 

progress.147 On this point, there is more textual support since Kropot¬ 

kin s technological and scientific optimism is apparent throughout his 

work. He believed, for example, that “mankind [was] entering upon a 

new era of progress,” and like others of his era, he often celebrates un- 
critially the “wonders of industrial technique.”148 

Conclusion: The Ecoanarchist Tradition 

Although their views diverge on selected ideas and issues, it should be 

clear that Bookchin shares much with Kropotkin in terms of advancing 

a radical social critique of existing authoritarian and state institutions, 
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advocating a philosophical and ethical naturalism grounded in evolu¬ 

tionary theory, developing local and decentralist strategies for social 

change, and supporting communitarian institutions and ideals for rural 

and urban life. We are, no doubt, very far as a society from their re¬ 

spective and collective visions of integrated work, an ethical economy, 

human-scale technics, and ecological communities. Since Kropotkin’s 

time, decentralization has been an exception rather than a norm with 

the rise of corporate industry and agribusiness. Capitalism has revealed 

an unimagined capacity to adapt to or coopt libertarian challenges and 

critique. The integrity of the land, waters, and air are constantly threat¬ 

ened by petrochemicals, monoculture, clear cutting, species extinction, 

and human overpopulation. Cities and communities are assaulted more 

and more by an unbridled urban sprawl. High technology seems to rec¬ 

ognize few (if any) ethical limitations, and even natural ecology and 

evolution are confronted with unprecedented losses of complexity, vari¬ 

ety, and stability. 

In his assessment of Kropotkin’s efforts, George Woodcock per¬ 

haps goes a bit too far when he writes that Kropotkin’s “irrepressible 

optimism, his exaggerated respect for the nineteenth-century cult of 

evolution, his irrational faith in the men of people, deprived him of true 

scientific objectivity,” suggesting that “his real contribution was rather 

the humanizing of anarchism.”149 As Ward implied by appending a fi¬ 

nal word to the title of Fields, Factories, and Workshops, Kropotkin’s 

ideas were projected into a tomorrow. Unfortunately, this day has not 

yet arrived. 

As to the influence of Kropotkin’s work, Lewis Mumford’s magiste¬ 

rial and informative social histories of urban life, technics, and utopian 

thought can be viewed in certain respects as constructive and critical ex¬ 

tensions of some of Kropotkin’s most suggestive ideas on face-to-face 

community relations, integrated education, regionalism, decentralization, 

and “green” or “garden” cities. They also serve as a prelude to and inspi¬ 

ration for some of Bookchin’s work on alternative technology, municipal¬ 

ism, and social ecology. Like Kropotkin, Mumford explores the medieval 

commune and cloister for the triumph of communitas over dominium, the 

wide freedom granted to cities, and the measure of democratic participa¬ 

tion, autonomy, and corporate equality that they achieved. And like 

Bookchin, Mumford celebrates the Greek polis for its ideals of citizen¬ 

ship, formative integration with village and countryside, democratic prin¬ 

ciples, public culture, and connection with the agora (marketplace). Of 

Kropotkin, Mumford observed: 

Almost half a century in advance of contemporary economic and techni¬ 

cal opinion, he grasped the fact that the flexibility and adaptability of 

electric communication and electric power, along with the possibilities of 
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intensive, biodynamic farming, had laid the foundations for a more decen¬ 

tralized urban development in small units, responsive to direct human 

contact, and enjoying both urban and rural advantages. . . . With the 

small unit as a basis, he saw the opportunity for a more responsible and 

responsive local life, with greater scope for the human agents.150 

In fact, given Mumford’s orientation and concerns, it is arguable that 

he belongs as well to the ecoanarchist tradition as a libertarian histo¬ 

rian and a “forgotten environmentalist.”151 

It should be mentioned as well that groups like the Institute for 

Local Self-Reliance and New Alchemy have been influenced directly by 

the ideas of Kropotkin and Bookchin, particularly in their emphasis on 

ecological technologies, decentralization, and self-governing communi¬ 

ties. Kropotkin’s studies and theories, too, have found a second life in 

the ecological “Blueprint for Survival”; continually inspired grassroots, 

anarchist, and environmental movements; and provided a healthy coun¬ 

tervailing addition to evolutionary theory. Bookchin, in turn, has devel¬ 

oped a theoretically sophisticated critique of the idea of the domination 

of nature (finding its origins in the domination that humans exercise 

over each other) and has done much to underscore or advance the criti¬ 

cal and reconstructive potential of ecological thought and practices for 
political theory and engaged social activists. 

In the preceding sections, I have highlighted some of the mam ar¬ 

eas and perspectives upon which Bookchin and Kropotkin share a gen¬ 

eral agreement. The thought of both figures is rooted in a tradition of 

ecological anarchism that provides a historical framework for situating 

and understanding, advancing and applying, or critiquing and super¬ 

seding their work.15*- From the foregoing discussion, it should be evi¬ 

dent, then, that social ecology as a form of ecological anarchism is 

much older and richer than Bookchin’s writings alone. Without ques¬ 

tion, Bookchin has articulated and improved upon many of Kropotkin’s 

ideas or formulations. As Bookchin himself has warned, “If anarchist 

theory and practice cannot keep pace with—let alone go beyond—his¬ 

toric changes that have altered the entire social, cultural, and moral 

landscape and effaced a good part of the world in which traditional an¬ 

archism was developed, the entire movement will indeed become what 

Theodor Adorno called it—‘a ghost.’ ”153 While acknowledging the 

truth of this conditional, it is still imperative to see that Kropotkin’s 

contributions on mutualism and naturalism, regionalism and decentral¬ 

ism, evolution and revolution remain important to critical social theory 

and integral to developing a new politics of nature.154 In order to ad¬ 

dress critically and to respond to our ecological and political chal¬ 

lenges, we must recognize the extent to which the ecological anarchist 
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tradition—which finds many of its earliest inspirations and insights in 

Kropotkin’s wide-ranging body of work and its most recent expression 

in Bookchin’s representation of social ecology—is still vital and rele¬ 

vant. Despite its drawbacks, this living, evolving tradition continues to 

provide a reservoir of revolutionary alternatives to present-day prob¬ 
lems. 
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Chapter 11 

Reconsidering Bookchin 
and Marcuse as 
Environmental Materialists 
Toward an Evolving Social Ecology 

ANDREW LIGHT 

Introduction 

For some time those interested in the intersection between radical politi¬ 

cal theory and environmental issues have been either participating in or 

listening attentively to a debate between two strong voices, deep ecology 

and social ecology.1 Both sides have attempted to provide an integrated 

strategy for articulating answers to a wide range of questions concerning 

the relationship between humans and the nonhuman natural world, and 

to offer insights into the peculiarities of human social life.2 

Even though some authors have tried to write the brief history of 

the development of what is known today as “political ecology" as a 

struggle between these groups, these two positions do not exhaust the 

possible range of answers to political-environmental questions. Other 

programs such as socialist ecology and ecofeminism stand as viable al¬ 

ternatives.3 Many of these positions however do share certain funda¬ 

mental assumptions that I will argue justify maintaining a general dis¬ 

tinction between “ontologists” and “materialists” in political ecology. 

In this chapter I will explore this distinction by looking at two ex¬ 

amples of environmental materialism in political ecology, one espoused 

by Murray Bookchin and the other promulgated by Herbert Marcuse. 

My reason for choosing these two authors is that while their positions 

are arguably compatible and mutually supporting, at least one of these 
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writers is skeptical of this connection. Even though he has occasionally 

recognized the importance of Marcuse’s theory to his own thought, 

Bookchin has criticized Marcuse’s writings as too contradictory and im¬ 

bued with neo-Marxist categories of analysis to be of much use in a lib¬ 

erating social critique of either human social relations or the impact of 

humans on nature. And in one of his more recent books, The Philoso¬ 

phy of Social Ecology, Bookchin has continued this critique of other 

members of the Frankfurt School, focusing in particular on Horkheimer 

and Adorno’s Dialectic of Enlightenment. Bookchin claims that while 

these thinkers provide powerful critiques of positivism, we must not 

look to them for an ecological social theory: 

Despite some recent nonsense to the effect that the Frankfurt School e - 
connoitered a nonhierarchical and ecological view of society’s future, in 
no sense were its ablest thinkers, Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, 
resolutely critical of hierarchy and domination. . . . Attempts to make 
them into proto-social ecologists, much less precursors of bioregionalism, 
involve a gross misreading of their ideas, or worse, a failure to read their 
works at all.4 

Certainly, one cannot read a critique of Horkheimer and Adorno as 

also a critique of Marcuse, especially given the critical differences that 

developed between these thinkers, particularly during the post-World 

War II period. Neither could it be said that a full-fledged political ecol¬ 

ogy can be gleaned from the works of any member of the Frankfurt 

School. But surely it is not true that such figures are as beyond the pale 

for the further development of political ecology as Bookchin’s comment 

suggests. The underlying structure of the critical theory developed by 

the Frankfurt School, and in particular by Marcuse, does share some¬ 

thing with Bookchin’s social ecology. The further development of social 

ecology should proceed at least in part through a serious study of the 

works of the Frankfurt School. Rather than concluding that this body 

of work cannot be counted as a form of social ecology, as Bookchin has 

maintained, a more charitable reading of the Frankfurt School could 

develop the constructive lesson that critical theory has a contribution to 

make in the continuing elaboration of social ecology. 

Developing this suggestion, that critical theory is important for the 

further evolution of social ecology, is the main goal of this chapter To 

make that argument, though, I need to revisit and expand on the point 

of my original comparison between Bookchin and Marcuse. I need to 

show that a reading of the works of Bookchin and Marcuse casts some 

doubt on Bookchin’s mitigated skepticism of the utility of critical the¬ 

ory for his own work and instead help to place Bookchin and Marcuse 
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together as advocating a “thin” environmental materialism. Such an 

approach, which is concerned primarily with the material basis of rela¬ 

tionships between humans, technology, and the environment, can be 

contrasted with a framework that proceeds from a more ontological 

bent. If Bookchin’s social ecology and Marcuse’s critical theory are 

found to be compatible as forms of environmental materialism, even 

though they disagree on a wide range of particular issues, then a mutu¬ 

ally beneficial dialogue between their positions may yield a stronger cri¬ 

tique of technological and hierarchical society and its effects on envi¬ 

ronmental problems than either school of thought alone has been able 

to muster. I expect that it will be up to the inheritors of these two tradi¬ 

tions to carry on this dialogue. 

I will begin this discussion by looking briefly at Bookchin’s social 

ecology, comparing this theory with Marcuse’s early statements on 

technology and nature, and providing some background to the debates 

each has engaged in on a similar range of issues. From such a vantage 

point we can see how both Marcuse and Bookchin can be fairly de¬ 

scribed as environmental materialists. In the context of this description, 

I will turn to more substantial comparisons of these two thinkers. 

Next, I will return to Bookchin’s specific critique of Marcuse, answer it, 

and show how a materialist analysis of these authors demonstrates how 

much more important their metatheoretical similarities are than their 

differences. In doing so I will briefly discuss what I think to be Mar¬ 

cuse’s most surprising discussion of the role of nature in its relation to 

the human struggle with technology, which demonstrates that environ¬ 

mental materialism is not completely incompatible with a reserved form 

of environmental ontology. If further interactions between social ecolo¬ 

gists and critical theorists take place, this last point concerning the po¬ 

tential compatibility of the materialist and ontologist positions may 

prove important for a reconsideration by social ecologists of their past 

debates in political ecology. 

Materialists and Ontologists 

The basic premises of environmental materialism can be seen at work 

in Bookchin’s opposition to any political system that sees nature only 

through the lens of demands for unlimited economic growth. Bookchin 

attacks both market-driven capitalist economies and statist-planned po¬ 

litical economies for their view of nature as an object only to be used to 

garner more resources. Bookchin argues that any economy structured 

around the maxim “Grow or Die” will necessarily pit itself against the 

natural world and inevitably lead to ecological ruin.5 In the press for 
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economic growth, Bookchin says, the state and its people replace the 

organic with the inorganic, soil with concrete, living forest with barren 

earth, and the diversity of life forms with simplified ecosystems. For 

him, this is a “turning back of the evolutionary clock ... to a world in¬ 

capable of supporting complex life-forms of any kind, including the hu¬ 

man species.”6 Crucial for understanding Bookchin’s views, however, is 

the fact that his political position rests first on a critique of hierarchy 

among humans and an advocacy of its dissolution. From here Bookchin 

makes a social analysis of the relationship between humans and the 

natural world. For Bookchin, “The imbalances man has produced in 

the natural world are caused by the imbalances he has produced in the 

social world.”7 

In liberal society, as Bookchin reads it, power relationships are 

structured around a hierarchically organized social status quo that 

serves the interests of property owners (among others). Therefore, the 

interests of the non-property-owning public will always be sacrificed to 

the power interests of the landlord, the developer, and the exploiter of 

natural resources.8 The best that liberal environmentalists can do, be¬ 

cause they are committed to the preservation of the free-market system 

(or moie accurately, they are unwilling to oppose it), is to garner a few 

compromises and trade-offs with business interests within the market, 

which renders their approach ineffectual as an authentic challenge to 

the property-owning interests of the market system. Bookchin con¬ 

cludes that the willingness of liberal environmentalists to accept such 

piecemeal advances must rest on a presupposition that certain funda¬ 

mental institutions in the liberal, capitalist state are here to stay: “All of 

these ‘compromises’ and ‘trade-offs’ rest on the paralyzing belief that a 

market society, privately owned property, and the present-day bureau¬ 

cratic nation-state cannot be changed in any sense.”9 Instead of this 

piecemeal environmentalism, Bookchin argues, we need an ecology, 

specifically, a social ecology. Bookchin maintains that the power of the 

term “ecology” has to be preserved, as opposed to the merely reformist 

“environmentalism.” He takes issue, for example, with Arne Naess’s 

distinction between “shallow” and “deep” ecology by suggesting that 

ecology is not “applicable to everything that invokes environmental 

issues.” Nonetheless, Bookchin’s description of liberal environmental- 

ism as short-sighted and reformist is very similar to Naess’s description 

o shallow ecology as a form of environmentalism that resists a deeper 

questioning that addresses the roots of environmental problems.10 

But for my purposes, more important than the comparison with 

Naess, Bookchin’s critique of capitalist society’s paralysis on dissent 

resonates with Herbert Marcuse’s evaluation of advanced industrial so¬ 

ciety in One-Dimensional Man. There, Marcuse argues that opposition 
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to the economic and political systems of advanced industrial societies 

has been socially eliminated for those classes that had traditionally 

acted as opponents to the system.11 Certainly, Marcuse’s analysis of the 

causes of capitalist hegemony is not exactly the same as Bookchin’s, but 

the two views are nonetheless compatible. For both theorists it is the 

perception of an ahistorical permanence and rigidity that empowers the 

capitalist system, along with the social, economic, and political struc¬ 

tures that ensure that permanence. Wound up in this static conception 

of the status quo is the idea that technology, and more specifically tech¬ 

nological forms of production, help to maintain this order—not just 

technological systems themselves, but the uses of technology to “har¬ 

ness” nature.12 In an earlier essay, Marcuse had argued that technologi¬ 

cally based systems in market economies favor large-scale industry, 

which must be owned by vast corporate enterprises.10 It is most likely 

the case that the same big business interests that are exploiting people 

and damaging nature in Bookchin’s account are also the only ones able 

to control large-scale industry and technological processes in Marcuse’s 

account. In both cases, there is overlap between the exploiter of hu¬ 

mans and the preserver of the exploitative system, which in turn has 

harmful consequences for nature. 

A crucial difference, however, between Bookchin and Marcuse, at 

least in the literature I have so far discussed, is their relative degree of 

social hope. Bookchin has argued in response to the comparison with 

Marcuse that the two of them hold contrary assessments of the poten¬ 

tial for social resistance.14 Therefore, even if I am right in claiming that 

both figures share a critique of the relative quietism of what passes for 

resistance to a technologically controlled capitalist system, Marcuse’s 

relative pessimism regarding the possibility for revolt (expressed in 

One-Dimensional Man) may belie a fundamental difference with Book¬ 

chin in his assessment of the structure of capitalist hegemony.1'’ But we 

can surely understand Marcuse’s skepticism concerning the formulation 

of a viable resistance to capitalism in the late 1950s and early 1960s 

when One-Dimensional Man was being written. Although this work 

was published just as the New Left was emerging, at the time Marcuse 

saw only the faintest glimmer of hope for a rejection of one¬ 

dimensional society, and that hope resided in the early civil rights 

movement. Charitable readers of Marcuse recognize the extent to 

which his views changed over time and how he later articulated new 

forms of liberatory potential in the growing radical community (a point 

that I will discuss below). Thus, both Marcuse and Bookchin are sig¬ 

nificantly similar in their evaluation of the social realm of resistance 

and the relation of that resistance to the material structure of society. 

Both find it crucial to express hopes for the creation of new states of 



348 HISTORICAL CONSIDERATIONS AND COMPARISONS 

material organization in their analysis of the proper political response 

to human exploitation and environmental problems. 

We can characterize the similarities between Bookchin and Mar¬ 

cuse pointed out so far—and others to be discussed below—as constitu¬ 

tive of a perspective I call “environmental materialism.”16 For both 

Bookchin and Marcuse, the appropriate human response to environ¬ 

mental problems must primarily involve an analysis of the causes of 

those problems in the organization of human society through the mate¬ 

rial conditions of capitalist (or state capitalist) economies, and the so¬ 

cial and political systems that sustain those societies. Material condi¬ 

tions, such as who owns and controls the technological processes that 

are used to stimulate economic growth, expand markets, and consume 

natural resources, are, for these thinkers, the starting points for un¬ 

packing the complex web of environmental problems. From such an 

analysis, Bookchin and Marcuse both conclude that the solutions to en¬ 

vironmental problems should be based on an evaluation of human so¬ 

cial, political, and economic systems. A radical political ecology would 

push the boundaries of these systems and champion a change in the 

material organization of society as a whole.17 Certainly, such a view 

could not embrace what Bookchin calls a “crass” instrumentalism, 

where human concern for nature rests only on self-interest.18 The char¬ 

acterization of Bookchin as an environmental materialist captures sug¬ 

gestions Bookchin himself has made in the past while comparing his 

own views with those of deep ecologists and other theorists. Bookchin 

argues that laying blame for environmental destruction on humans in 

general is mistaken because it “masks the fact that our ecological prob¬ 

lems are fundamentally social problems requiring fundamental social 
change.”19 

By way of a contrast, those theorists who see more potential in di¬ 

agnosing environmental problems as primarily involving the idea of the 

human self in relation to nature, rather than the idea of social, political, 

or material systems in relation to nature, are constitutive of the posi¬ 

tion 1 call environmental ontology.” For environmental ontologists, 

social, political, and material problems are the symptom of a crisis in¬ 

volving the relation of the self with nature, not the root cause. The pri¬ 

mary cause of environmental problems is our ontological disconnection 

from nature. For ontologists, the principle location of solutions to envi¬ 

ronmental problems is to be found in changing the “consciousness” 

(for lack of a better term) of individual humans in relation to the non¬ 

human natural world. Theorists embracing this broadly identifiable 

view argue that humans should be identified with nature not as a sepa¬ 

rable organism or set of organisms, but as an integrated part of a larger 

life/world system. Environmental ontologists focus their critique of lib- 
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eral environmentalism on its general lack of analysis of individual hu¬ 

man self-perceptions with respect to the nonhuman natural world. The 

focus for political reform for ontologists is on a rethinking of the self as 

expressed in individual identity, rather than the materialist focus on so¬ 

ciety and its institutions as the primary mechanism for environmental 

renewal. Perhaps the clearest example of an ontological theory can be 

seen in the development of deep ecology, originally by Arne Naess, and 

later by his American and Australian disciples. 

Deep ecology, if we formulate it through Naess’s original state¬ 

ments on the theory, primarily embraces an ontological and not a mate¬ 

rialist criticism of human interaction with the nonhuman natural 

world. Naess takes great pains to distinguish his theory from an envi¬ 

ronmental ethic. Naess has said: “I am not interested in ethics or mor¬ 

als. I’m interested in how we experience the world. ... If deep ecology 

is deep it must relate to our foundational beliefs, not just to ethics. Eth¬ 

ics follow from how we experience the world. If you articulate experi¬ 

ence then it can be a philosophy or a religion.”20 More recently, Naess 

has explicitly identified his approach as consistent with this distinction: 

“I am for what I call a focus on environmental ontology, how you see 

the world, how you see it, how you can bring people to see things dif¬ 

ferently.”21 
I emphasized the “or” in the passage before this last one to high¬ 

light a source of tension between materialists and ontologists, particu¬ 

larly the two exemplary representatives of Bookchin’s social ecology 

and Naess’s deep ecology. The openness by Naess to articulate the ex¬ 

periential basis of deep ecology as a philosophy or a religion is at the 

root of Bookchin’s worries about deep ecology as a theory and as a 

practice. But Bookchin often groups many forms of environmental on¬ 

tology into one collection characterized only by its most outrageous 

representatives and their most counterintuitive claims.22 

The focus of Bookchin’s argument against deep ecology is that due 

to its spiritual dimensions (and I would suggest environmental onto¬ 

logical commitments), it is notable for its “absence of reference to so¬ 

cial theory,” which makes it incompatible with his social ecology (and 

hence with the priorities for reform in his environmental materialism). 

When Bookchin moves from an analysis of the philosophy of deep ecol¬ 

ogy to its proponents in the deep ecology movement (a distinction we 

should note that Bookchin rarely, if ever, acknowledges) a clear struggle 

emerges for social ecologists: 

In America, the rapidly forming Green movement is beset by a macho 
cowboy tendency [the reference is to deep ecologists of the Dave Fore¬ 
man/Earth First! variety] that has adopted Malthusianism with its racist 
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implications as a dogma, an anti-humanism that among some of the wil¬ 

derness oriented “campfire” boys has become a brutalized form of misan¬ 

thropy, and a “spiritualist” tendency that tends to extol irrationalism and 

view ecology more as a religion than a form of health naturalism. It has 

become primarily the task of American ecoanarchists to develop a sus¬ 

tained resistance to these primitivistic, misanthropic, and quasi-religious 
tendencies.23 

The philosophical and practical terrain that gets divided here is mo¬ 

mentous on Bookchin’s scheme, and can reveal important differences 

between the deep ecology and social ecology camps that cannot simply 
be reduced to sloganeering. 

Take, for example, Bookchin’s critique of deep ecologists for di¬ 

minishing distinctions between humans and nonhumans as part of their 

claim that the proper view of the human self is one of the self in rela¬ 

tion to nature. True to this charge, Warwick Fox comments that im¬ 

plicit in the deep ecology movement “is the idea that we can make no 

firm ontological divide in the field of existence: That there is no bifur¬ 

cation in reality between the human and the non-human realms. ... To 

the extent that we perceive boundaries, we fall short of deep ecological 

consciousness.”24 Bookchin argues that failing to distinguish between 

humans and nonhumans ignores important, peculiarly human, social 

dimensions of environmental problems. To reduce humans merely to 

one species among many is to diminish the importance of human social 

distinctions, such as class distinctions, that are not found in nonhuman 

species. When deep ecologists do not distinguish between human so¬ 

cial classes, by lumping human and nonhuman animals together, the re¬ 

sult is a broad distribution of the responsibility for environmental 

problems among humans. If no social distinctions are recognized be¬ 

tween classes, then all humans are equally to blame for the destructive 

impact of humans on the environment. Without an acknowledgment of 

the ^specific sources of environmental deterioration, it becomes possible 

to comfortably forget that much of the poverty and hunger that af¬ 

flicts the world has its origin in the corporate exploitation of human 

beings and nature—in agribusiness and social oppression.”26 One way 

of generalizing this critique is to say that some forms of deep ecology 
lack an environmental materialist base. 

But the elimination of class distinctions is a comparatively less 
damning problem with deep ecology than others unearthed by Book- 

chin. Much more famous are Bookchin’s cluster of claims that deep 

ecologists hold a body of views “that openly welcomes the AIDS epi¬ 

demic, Ethiopian famines and restrictions on the immigration of fleeing 

Central Americans in the name of ‘population control’ and that, to add 
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insult to injury, views the presence of Latin immigrants as a sinister 

danger to our ‘northern European’ culture (read: Aryan?).”27 While 

charges like these can be justified, for it is certainly true that a reading 

of the early Earth First! literature reveals that such ridiculous claims 

were actually made by self-professed deep ecologists, Bookchin’s overall 

attitude toward deep ecology usually prohibits any careful discussion of 

its philosophical foundations in social ecology circles. After John Clark 

circulated a version of his contribution to this volume (Chapter 5) at 

the world gathering of the international network for social ecology at 

Danoon, Scotland, in August 1995, in part arguing for a rethinking of 

the deep ecology-social ecology debate, Bookchin responded with an 

extended critique chastising Clark for blurring differences between deep 

and social ecology “at a time when it is of essential importance to 

sharply distinguish them,” and characterized Clark’s views as “mysti¬ 

cal” and “reactionary.”28 But Bookchin’s approach, characterized by 

his wholesale condemnation of all deep ecology, is exemplary of the un¬ 

charitable reading of each other’s views that makes much of environ¬ 

mental political theory difficult to translate into practice. One must 

wonder why, after the initial salvos in the deep ecology-social ecology 

debate ten years ago, it is still imperative to sharply distinguish the two 

forms of political ecology. Are the differences between the two theories 

still that unclear? What exactly is going to be gained by this continual 

refusal to try to form a unified ecological front, rejecting the worst ex¬ 

tremities and excesses of both sides of this debate? This problem is 

made more salient when we consider how formulating effective envi¬ 

ronmental practices may require large-scale coalitions across a broad 

array of philosophical commitments.29 But it is not only at the theoreti¬ 

cal level that such divisions are drawn. It is clear that Bookchin really 

does see the practical struggle for ecoanarchists to be directed as much 

against deep ecologists as it is against liberal environmentalists and 

growth-oriented polluters of the earth. 
In trying to negotiate the deep ecology-social ecology debate, the 

materialist-ontological distinction serves a useful purpose: it more gen¬ 

erally describes the ground upon which these two schools of thought 

disagree. But certainly, the materialist-ontologist distinction is not as 

clean-cut as the range of distinctions implicit in Bookchin’s critique of 

deep ecology. Further, if Bookchin’s argument with deep ecology can be 

situated within the more general materialist-ontologist distinction, then 

we may be able to get a better perspective on the territory covered by 

social ecology and deep ecology. And if it were the case that other ma¬ 

terialists, with whom Bookchin shares some ground, were in fact closer 

to forms of environmental ontology, then perhaps social ecology, as a 

form of environmental materialism, is closer to deep ecology than 
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Bookchin is willing to admit. Or more modestly, perhaps the philo¬ 

sophical underpinnings of these two views are not so far apart as to 

warrant the necessary exclusion of the concerns of deep ecology (such 

as those Clark finds important) from the program of social ecology. Are 

there, then, materialists with coherent ontological commitments? 

For one thing, there is a clear ontological dimension to Mar¬ 

cuse’s work, as can be seen in Counter-revolution and Revolt. There, 

as I will suggest later, Marcuse may be arguing that the transforma¬ 

tion of technology from its repressive forms in advanced industrial 

capitalism occurs within a framework that includes an ontological di¬ 

mension, in a similar sense to the use of ontology by Naess. Such a 

combined materialist-ontological framework is necessary for Marcuse 

to articulate a viable radical alternative to the existing technological 

society.30 But even with such environmental ontologist intuitions, 

Marcuse does have certain materialist priorities. Ultimately, in his 

critical theory, changes in the material conditions of society cause 

further changes in individual consciousness, which then may conse¬ 

quently lead to more changes in the material conditions of society. 

For example, as we will see below, even though Marcuse suggests in 

One-Dimensional Man that material social change may be achieved 

through individual participation in a radical aesthetic, the causes of 

alienation that motivate such artistic creations are the debilitating 
material conditions of society. 

Nonetheless, Marcuse’s environmental materialism has an onto¬ 
logical dimension that cannot be ignored. Presumably, then, if it can be 

shown that Bookchin and Marcuse are both environmental materialists, 

and it is the case that Marcuse’s views can sustain some ontological 

commitments, then perhaps one can embrace a robust social ecology in¬ 

formed by Bookchin’s work without necessarily rejecting the relevance 

of all ontological dimensions to the description of environmental prob¬ 

lems. The materialist-ontologist distinction therefore need not mark a 
mutually exclusive ground, but rather the poles of a continuum. 

On the other side of the environmental spectrum, Arne Naess in¬ 
cludes in his discussions of an ontologically based ecology a dimension 

that is clearly materialist. In Naess’s Ecology, Community, and Life¬ 

style, he devotes several chapters to discussing the social and political 

order, the types of economic organization that are best suited to a “no 

growth” society, and references to the types of policy changes that are 

needed to enact a deep ecology program.31 More recently, Naess has 

explicitly stated that one of the positive effects of the deep ecology-so¬ 

cial ecology debate has been to push deep ecologists “more in the direc¬ 

tion of political thinking.” Naess has argued that deep ecologists “must 

point to what we mean politically, particularly pointing to the green 
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political theorists and the green economists who we side with.” Deep 

ecology theorists, he maintains, engage too much in “spiritual think¬ 

ing.”j2 Additionally, Naess has explicitly stated that capitalism itself, 

and contemporary industrial society, “is out.”3’ In Naess’s home coun¬ 

try of Norway, he has stopped supporting the Green Party (which he 

describes as too “fundamentalist”) and instead supports the Sosialistik 

Venstre Parti, which he describes as a “radical socialist party” advocat¬ 

ing “green socialism.”'’4 Naess even describes himself as “supportive” 

of social ecology, even though he does not “agree with everything they 

say.”35 While I still want to categorize Naess as an environmental on- 

tologist, because of his strong commitment to the priority of ontologi¬ 

cal changes in the transformation to and preservation of any lasting 

shift in the human relationship with nature, we should acknowledge 

that he also has a strong commitment to the materialist dimension of 

political ecology in both theory and practice. 

Bookchin has objected to this materialist-ontologist distinction, 

though in doing so has arguably not attempted a thorough assessment 

of the justification I have previously provided. I will try to separate and 

summarize his objections in three points. First, Bookchin claims that I 

have overlooked the ethical dimension of his own thought which prob- 

lematizes the claim that he is an environmental materialist.36 Bookchin 

is correct in this claim. There is an ontological dimension to his work 

that he has referred to as an “ethical ontology,” partly developed 

through his expansion of Hans Jonas’s argument that a theory of ontol¬ 

ogy can serve as an objective ground for an ethical conception of na¬ 

ture and freedom.37 But by arguing that his work contains an ethical 

dimension, he is only affirming my distinction by highlighting the con¬ 

trast between his work and the work of those deep ecologists who ar¬ 

gue that their commitment to ontology is transethical. Because deep 

ecology is transethical, and experientially based (rather than necessarily 

rational), such a position, as Naess notes, can serve as the basis for a 

religious viewpoint. Such a claim emphasizes the connection between 

Naess’s environmental ontology and that of a more explicitly religious 

form of environmental ontology, such as that found in the work of 

Martin Buber.38 Bookchin himself has criticized the religious stance of 

deep ecologists, so he must acknowledge some metatheoretical contrast 

between his position and theirs. My way of putting this difference is 

that materialists and ontologists not only disagree on substantive posi¬ 

tions on ethical questions, but that an environmental ontology repre¬ 

sents an entirely different approach to ethical dilemmas in general. Cer¬ 

tainly materialists, in the restricted use to which I am putting the term 

here, have an ethical dimension to their thought. Nonetheless, their on¬ 

tology will not eclipse their ethics. The materialist-ontologist distinc- 
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tion then, again, only helps us to understand the difference in the start¬ 

ing points of various environmental theories. 

Second, Bookchin suggests that I have characterized him and Mar¬ 

cuse as “pure materialists,” which of course would entail that they are 

ontologists of a particular sort.39 But as I tried to take pains to clarify 

early on (in this chapter and in my previous treatment of this subject), I 

only argue that at least Bookchin and Marcuse are “thin” materialists, 

specifically with respect to their political analysis of environmental 

problems. The term, “environmental materialism” should not be con¬ 

fused with the traditional philosophical usage of “materialism” (e.g., in 

Marx’s work), which as a form of metaphysics entails a form of ontol¬ 

ogy. Environmental materialists are materialists only insofar as they pri¬ 

oritize analysis of social formations, especially social structures, institu¬ 

tions, and material culture, in their description of the causes of 

environmental problems and in their prescription of what should be 

done to resolve these problems. This label does not neuter other possi¬ 

ble descriptions, or self-descriptions, of a theorist’s work (as Bookchin 

seems to worry), whether he or she be socialist, anarchist, syndicalist, 
municipalist, or whatever. 

Third, Bookchin characterizes the distinction as “awkward at 

best” since he “never accepted existentialist uses of the word ontology 

to refer to psychological, subjectivistic, and largely personalistic con¬ 

cerns.” Bookchin emphasizes that the “antonym of materialism” in his 

view “is still idealism.”40 Here, I can only say that we have a difference 

in terminology which, while expected, does not in itself count as an ob¬ 

jection to the rationale for my distinction. Certainly, Bookchin is cor- 

rect when he notes that I am using the terms “materialist” and “ontolo- 

gist in nontraditional forms (though I should note that it is not 

unprecedented to use the term “materialism” to refer to different kinds 

of positions in different subfields of philosophy). But in some sense, at 

least with my use of “materialism,” I am invoking an ordinary lan¬ 

guage use of the term. For the environmental materialist, the most im¬ 

portant environmental questions concern the material organization of 

nature through social institutions. The distinction is only awkward 

given a rather ambitious assumption about the work that one expects 

from philosophical distinctions in general: if one expects them to pro¬ 

vide a complete account of the substance of the theories they describe, 

then most distinctions will be rather awkward. This distinction cer¬ 

tainly does not provide a full characterization of the theories it seeks to 

categorize. The point of the distinction is much more akin to the con¬ 

vention in the history of philosophy of seeing enough relevant similari¬ 

ties in Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel to call them “idealists” while recog¬ 

nizing that finer distinctions can be employed between them. No 



Reconsidering Bookchin and Marcuse as Environmental Materialists 355 

serious user of the term “idealist” is much disappointed at the prospect 

that, say, Fichte and Schellmg upon inspection are found to hold sub¬ 

stantively different positions on some particular question. Nor are they 

confused at using “idealism” to refer to some proposition not hereto¬ 

fore articulated by some particular idealist, or to use “idealism” in op¬ 

position to general modes of analysis other than its traditional antipo¬ 

des. In Bookchin’s original criticism of this distinction, he repeatedly 

points out that he and Marcuse hold different positions on some par¬ 

ticular issue as if this refutes my argument that they are both, in my 

sense, (thin) environmental materialists. Such differences do not change 

the propriety of the application of my distinction in this case, as the 

distinction is gauged as a general description of the overall approaches 
of the two theorists. 

The materialist-ontologist distinction will help us to predict the 

propensity for certain serious points of contention between critical 

ecologists, such as the earlier example of our relation to nonhuman ani¬ 

mals, but it need not be the case that such disagreements are necessary 

for the distinction to work. The distinction identifies where one’s pri¬ 

orities fall on general political questions of environmental reform. But 

even assuming that split, we can imagine materialists and ontologists 

agreeing on a particular question of policy. Given, for example, the 

choice of whether a particular site should be preserved as a national 

park, both groups might agree that the area should be set aside even if 

they differed on the role of parks in the ultimate transformation to a 

new social order (or to the correct individual attitudes toward nature). 

From the theorists presented so far, it is noteworthy that Bookchin has 

even reached out to members of the deep ecology camp to at least talk 

about what they can potentially agree upon.41 

Attempts at mixing these positions demonstrate the usefulness of 

developing both types of theories, materialist and ontologist, in the pur¬ 

suit of answers to questions pertaining to both. In the development of a 

materialist conception of political ecology, certain ontological lessons 

will be learned along the way that can ultimately be useful to a strict 

environmental ontologist. The same is true in the other direction. It is 

too early in the development of environmental thought to try to fully 

discount most theories as wholly untenable, even though there are 

plenty of fair criticisms to be levied against theorists throughout the 

spectrum of political ecology. Whatever the ultimate solutions prove to 

be for environmental problems and the heretofore troubling relation¬ 

ship of humans to nature, such solutions are sure to contain both onto¬ 

logical and material dimensions. 
If it is legitimate to make this materialist-ontologist distinction, 

and if Bookchin and Marcuse can both be identified as materialists, 
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then even if Bookchin and Marcuse differ on their formulation concern¬ 

ing the connection between environmental problems and capitalist or 

statist economies, as well as on the kind of political and economic 

structures they envision as alternatives, they can be read together in a 

project of further developing a materialist political ecology. More spe¬ 

cifically, a careful study of their similar positions, as developed through 

very different ideological commitments, should ultimately aid in the 

further development of social ecology, perhaps resulting in a stronger 

materialist position, or at least decreasing the ideological isolation of 

social ecology. But certainly a more thorough account of these two 

theorists is needed to strengthen this intuition. In the next two sections 

I will provide a more detailed comparison of parts of their respective 
positions. 

Social Evolution, the Self-Negation of Technology, 
and Aesthetics 

In his critique of deep ecology, we saw that Bookchm argued that the 

proper focus of a political ecology should first be directed at divisions 

within human society itself, and not at conflicts between humans and 

nature per se. Human impacts on the environment alert us to the fact 

that we must take a closer look at our own institutions and forms of 

social organization. For Bookchin, the category of domination is some¬ 

thing that is only properly applied to relations within human society 

and not to the human treatment of nature. Bookchm argues that we 

must focus on the deep-seated conflicts between humans and humans 

that are often obscured by our broad use of the word ‘humanity.’ ”42 

This part of Bookchin’s reaction to the perceived antimaterialist stance 

of deep ecology points to an important part of his philosophy that may 

carry some implications for a more detailed comparison with Marcuse. 

The specific argument that is important to this connection is found in 
Bookchin’s conception of social evolution. 

Throughout Ins work, Bookchm argues that social evolution is de¬ 

rived from natural evolution.43 The evolution of life is termed “first na¬ 

ture” and the evolution of society is “second nature.” Humans are 

products of nature and the “natural order of the world.” Based on this 

fact, Bookchin argues that human social relations are also a product of 

the natural world. He writes: “In the most intimate of our human at¬ 

tributes, we are no less products of natural evolution than we are of so¬ 

cial evolution. As human beings we incorporate within ourselves eons 

of organic differentiation and elaboration.”44 So far this claim is 

straightforward. A fair interpretation of the point is that social evolu- 
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tion is a form of natural evolution because human cognitive capabili¬ 

ties, and the products those capabilities produce, are generated by the 

evolution of nature. But Bookchin does not stop here. Rather than rest¬ 

ing on this notion of a connection between social and natural evolution 

(which from a traditional Darwinian standpoint is defensible), Book¬ 

chin goes on to argue that the potential, or tendency, for diversity in so¬ 

cial evolution, as derived from natural evolution, is a source of freedom 

“not only in terms of new choices . . . but also in terms of the richer so¬ 

cial background that diversity and complexity create.”45 Natural evolu¬ 

tion thus provides a basis for an “ecological ethics of freedom.” There 

is no necessary direction to natural evolution toward freedom, but this 

potentially ideal (or at least better) state of nature has normative conse¬ 

quences for humans. Sometimes, in what appears to be stronger lan¬ 

guage, Bookchin refers to the “immanent striving of life-forms toward 

various degrees of freedom.”46 At previous times in human history we 

were closer to this beneficial potential of natural evolution toward free¬ 

dom in our social evolution. Bookchin claims that anthropological data 

suggests that “participation, mutual aid, solidarity, and empathy were 

the social virtues early human groups emphasized within their commu¬ 

nities.”47 

For Bookchin, even though every social evolution is a product of 

natural evolution, “we are substantially less than human today in view 

of our still unknown potential to be creative, caring and rational.”48 To 

be “fully” human is to live up to our evolutionary potential; thus evo¬ 

lution sets a normative standard for human society. Bookchin’s evi¬ 

dence for our lapse includes the fact that humans are having an adverse 

effect on the environment. One premise of this argument must be that 

this natural human potential for creativity, care, and so on, involved a 

tendency toward a form of life incompatible (or at least less compati¬ 

ble) with environmental destruction. Behind this argument is 

Bookchin’s belief that over time humanity was separated from its roots 

in nature—in other words, that the favorable potential of social evolu¬ 

tion was derailed. If humans had continued to live naturally (e.g., ac¬ 

cording to the parameters of mutual aid), without resorting to current 

relationships of inequitable hierarchy and domination (racism, sexism, 

ageism, etc.), then they could have fully developed the potential for 

technical insight, culture, and self-reflective thought that is indicative of 

a more sustainable society.49 But then one may wonder what forms of 

technical insight are consistent with the parameters of social evolution. 

Bookchin’s position on technology is that while current forms may 

be inconsistent with an enlightened form of social organization, tech¬ 

nology would have some redeeming qualities as a product of a properly 

realigned social evolution. But as I argued earlier, this is not to say that 
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just any technological product of a creative consciousness is a good 

product. Against some current technologies he writes: “The certainty 

that technology and science would improve the human condition is 

mocked by the proliferation of nuclear weapons, by massive hunger in 

the Third World, and by poverty in the First World.”50 

The potential benefits of technology arise in what Bookchin calls a 

“humanly scaled alternative technology,” which provides an alternative 

to the high technology of capitalism and statism.51 Technology and sci¬ 

ence may instead serve to “monumentalize natural evolution itself.” 

For Bookchin, the products of our design provide evidence that we are 

an intelligent life form as opposed to a “mindless insect”; here he 

clearly contrasts his view with that of the deep ecologists.52 By infer¬ 

ence, one can see that given his account of the best development of the 

potential of human social evolution, the production of a technology 

that is debilitative or alienating is the product of a nonnatural social 

evolution, or is at least inconsistent with the preferred (though not nec¬ 

essary) direction of social evolution. A new technology, consistent with 

the tenets of social ecology, would enrich individuals with a “new sense 

of self-assurance.”53 Finally, Bookchin envisions a time when humans, 

now in tune with the full potential of social evolution, or the capacities 

of a “conscious, ecologically oriented life-form,” would have the incli¬ 

nation, for example, to aid in the preservation of other species. 

In the original version of this essay, I took issue in a footnote with 

Bookchin’s description of the relationship between human social evolu¬ 

tion and natural evolution. My brief, and awkward, claim at the time 

was that what I perceived as Bookchin’s argument for a direction in so¬ 

cial evolution was at odds with the dominant skeptical interpretation of 

the possibility of directionality in nature, such as that found in Stephen 

Jay Gould’s work. As such, I suggested that Bookchin could not claim a 

legitimate ground for ethics in evolution. Bookchin correctly replied 

that, first, he does not advocate the claim of necessity in the direction 

of evolution, and second, that I had overlooked his criticism of 

Gould. But even if I concede that he is correct when he says that he 

does not argue for a necessary direction in evolution, but only for a po¬ 

tentiality (or perhaps more accurately, a “developmental unfolding of 

potentiality”), it does not follow that this potentiality has ethical, and 

certainly not political, implications, as Bookchin maintains. I do not 

think that Bookchin can easily claim that a happier end of the evolu¬ 

tionary story (as a potential or as a necessity) is either good or bad. 

When Bookchin argues that contemporary social formations are 
faulty, he seems to be asserting that they have gone awry from some 

previous state of affairs that is implicitly given normative weight. What 

are these states of affairs? Perhaps they are the earlier human social for- 
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mations that he maintains were evidenced by the instantiation of a ten¬ 

dency toward greater freedom (and its benefits like mutual aid). Indeed, 

Bookchin suggests that we are “less human” when we act against our 

evolutionary potential for freedom realized through nonhierarchical so¬ 

cial relationships. Cooperation with each other is good and domination 

is bad not just because of some judgment about the inequalities that 

they may produce, but because somehow domination is inconsistent 

with our evolutionary potential as exemplified in a preexisting state of 

affairs. “The central problem we face today,” according to Bookchin, 

“is that the social evolution of ‘second nature’ has taken a wrong 

turn.’”'’ But such a conclusion only serves as a reason to change exist¬ 

ing social institutions if this description of the “wrong turn” is based in 

a substantive normative claim. This normative claim is one many of us 

would no doubt like to be entitled to: there is some secure sense in 

which social evolution has a right direction, and by implication, so 

does natural evolution. It is not just that evolution has a potential, but 

that it has a preferred potential. 

What would be wrong with such an argument? Well, for one thing, 

to argue that there is a preferred direction to evolution that we may 

equate with a normative description of justice, rightness, or more gener¬ 

ally, the good, risks the naturalistic fallacy. As G. E. Moore argued, to 

move from the “is” of attribution to the “is” of identity of the good in any 

description of a property of the world is a problem.For example, the 

utilitarian move from the claim that pleasure is good (the “is” of attribu¬ 

tion) to the claim that pleasure is identified with the good, improperly as¬ 

signs a normative property to an attribute of human beings, namely, that 

they contingently find those sensations we call “pleasures” good things. 

We could of course follow other ethicists in rejecting the naturalistic fal¬ 

lacy, thus eliminating this problem for Bookchin. But if we do not, we can 

at least apply a version of it to Bookchin’s “ecological ethics of freedom,” 

which would then complicate his picture and weigh in on the side of con¬ 

tingency theorists in evolution like Gould. Thus, even if Bookchin is cor¬ 

rect in arguing that nature has no necessary direction, he is assuming a 

substantial argumentative burden. If evolution has no necessary direc¬ 

tion, but if it does have a preferred outcome, then that outcome must be 

contingent. But if the preferred tendency in evolution is contingent, then it 

cannot be identified, at least on a view like Moore’s, with the good. Thus 

evolution does not easily serve as a basis for ethics. Certainly Bookchin 

does not assume that his argument is without problems, but this specific 

worry still may give us pause. Bookchin’s claim that he doesn’t advocate a 

direction to evolution does not eliminate all problems with his socially 

normative appropriation of evolution that I had raised before.'^7 

Setting aside my objections to Bookchin’s account of the normative 
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role of social evolution in his critique of contemporary social forma¬ 

tions, there is an interesting connection to be made between the struc¬ 

ture of Bookchin’s account of social evolution as a basis for his critique 

of modern technology and Marcuse’s account of the “self-negation of 

technology” in One-Dimensional Man. Technology, argues Marcuse, 

does not have to enslave us; it can instead be our most liberating tool. 

Advanced industrial society may contain the qualitative change that 

will liberate all humans from their technological bondage/8 For Mar¬ 

cuse, technology, broadly construed is self-negating, meaning that tech¬ 

nology contains within itself the potential for transformation to more 

liberating forms in the form of a new aesthetic dimension.^ Reason, 

which has been defined through technological systems as instrumental 

reason, must be liberated in part through an aesthetic framework that 

will challenge coercive, hierarchically organized social formations.60 

This framework exists as a potential within technology. 

Compared to Bookchin’s relatively clear thesis of social evolution, 

Marcuse’s account of the aesthetic transformation of society is very dif¬ 

ficult to follow. But while we can be sure that the forces of social trans¬ 

formation for both authors are different, there is a notable similarity 

between the structures of their two theories. Both authors ground their 

critique of the development of modern technologies specifically, and 

material culture in general, (1) in an assumption of a strong normative 

basis for their critiques ground in an assessment of the best that human 

material culture could be; and (2) in a dialectical argument that the re¬ 

sources for a transformation of material culture exist within the social 

formations that both find objectionable. Both are motivated to such 

analysis in part through a recognition of human social and material 

inequalities, and the adverse effects of humans on nature. 

1. For Bookchin, the normative ground for his critique of modern 

society is his account of social evolution. This normative ground is evi¬ 

denced in prehierarchical social formations. There is, according to 

Bookchin, an identifiable history of material culture that informs us of 

the wrong turn that has been taken in social evolution. We can look at 

the ways in which some societies organized themselves, including their 

technologies of social organization, to see what a society would look 

like that is more consistent with the preferred potential of social evolu¬ 

tion. Our questions on resolving environmental problems should focus 

then on the issue of how this transformation to an antinatural material 

culture emerged.61 The answer to these questions is going to be found 

for Bookchin, as it is for Marcuse, in a transformation of the human 

material conditions that support this warped state of affairs. Unlike 

many environmental ontologists and mainstream environmental ethi- 

cists, Bookchin argues that it is a reform of human relationships, and 
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the structures that maintain them, that must necessarily precede consid¬ 

eration of environmental issues. The same is true for the Marcuse of 

One-Dimensional Man: the normative ground for the transformation 

of society lies in part in a human aesthetic dimension that contains the 

traces of a preferred realm of autonomy. This aesthetic dimension is no 

less natural than Bookchin’s social evolution even though its lineage is 

not as clearly identifiable. It is natural because it represents an innate 

(though not necessary) property of humanity that can ground a resis¬ 

tance to the dominant commodity-influenced aesthetic. A Brecht play, 

on Marcuse’s account, contains an inherent element of resistance to ad¬ 

vanced industrial society.62 Our potential to resonate to the play re¬ 

flects a capacity that we all have. Even though there is an ontological 

dimension involved in this appeal to aesthetic experience, the foreseen 

transformation of society is founded in changes in the material basis of 

social formations that produce the aesthetics of material culture. The 

aesthetic transformation of technology results in new material forms 

that help to redefine, among other things, social relationships between 

humans, and eventually, by implication, material relations with the 

nonhuman natural world. 

2. Additionally, both Bookchin and Marcuse argue that the poten¬ 

tial for a corrected alignment of material culture is embedded in the 

same realm in which they locate their critiques. For Bookchin, even 

though social evolution has gone awry, it dialectically contains the re¬ 

sources for the needed transformation of society. For Marcuse, the aes¬ 

thetic dimension contains the correct forms of reason that organizing 

structures in the world should reflect, even though it is in the commod¬ 

ity aesthetics of contemporary culture that he locates part of the basis 

of his critique of modern society. 

But we must not gloss over the critical differences between these 

two authors. Clearly, the role of aesthetic experience is much more im¬ 

portant for Marcuse than for Bookchin, and Marcuse offers us nothing 

like Bookchin’s sophisticated account of social evolution. But differ¬ 

ences like these are a virtue for the purposes of my overall argument in 

this chapter. Remember, I maintain that the further development of so¬ 

cial ecology will be improved by an investigation into and, as appropri¬ 

ate, incorporation of the unique developments of critical theory. We can 

assume that the work of Marcuse will be more important for this proj¬ 

ect if it is arguably the case that both Bookchin and Marcuse are mem¬ 

bers of the same broad category of political ecologists, namely, environ¬ 

mental materialists. We can be even more certain of the utility of 

looking to Marcuse’s work given the similarity in the structure of their 

respective critiques of the material basis of modern society just dis¬ 

cussed. 
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Looking forward to the further evolution of social ecology, it is in¬ 

teresting to note that aesthetic experience bridges the distinction that 

Bookchin makes between the social and the political realms. For Book- 

chin, everyday lifestyle practices, including the consumption of cultural 

artifacts, is part of the social sphere of life, separate from the public, or 

political sphere. The social sphere for Bookchin, which we can reasona¬ 

bly assume would include many (if not all) aesthetic issues, is off limits 

for his critical apparatus: “It is the business of no one to sit in judg¬ 

ment of what consenting adults freely engage in sexually, or the hobbies 

they prefer, or the kinds of friends they adopt, or the mystical practices 

they may choose to perform.”6j Bookchin uses this distinction in his 

criticism of John Clark’s attempt to transform social ecology (for Book¬ 

chin it is a corruption of the theory) in such a way that it goes beyond 

the political sphere and includes issues that Bookchin considers part of 

the social realm. Without getting into the debate concerning the relative 

virtues of Bookchin’s distinction, his dispute with Clark, or an assess¬ 

ment of the accuracy of his interpretation of Clark, one can readily see 

that aesthetic issues could easily cross the boundary between 

Bookchin’s social and political spheres. Especially if, as Bookchin main¬ 

tains, we are to identify politics in the “Hellenic” sense of the term, 

there is a long history of an aesthetic dimension to the political sphere 

at the very least as regards the ethical and political role of drama in 

Greek life.64 Thus, social ecology will need a strong account of the aes¬ 

thetic dimensions of political life if it maintains a classical conception 

of the political sphere. If Bookchin responds with the claim that any 

aesthetic dimension to the Hellenic conception of politics cannot in¬ 

clude individual aesthetic preferences (or, more probably, that I am tak¬ 

ing his Hellenic description of the political sphere too literally), then I 

will need to go back to his dispute with Clark. For now, I will only say 

that there is a lively debate to be continued concerning the role of the 

possible reform of the cultural sphere in the further development of so¬ 

cial ecology. If it turns out that there is a place for a politicization of 

the cultural sphere beyond what Bookchin envisions, then there will be 

a cleat place for Marcuse s aesthetic dimension to enter into the discus¬ 

sion if only as a prelude to looking at other political discussions of 
aesthetics. 

Materialism and False Needs 

Another important similarity between these two figures concerns their 

respective accounts of the production of human needs by the material 

organization of society. Here we have a similarity between the two 
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views that is not just structural, but also substantive. It is the expansion 

of human needs that leads to the overextraction of natural resources. 

As materialists, both thinkers believe that eliminating the structures of 

production of such “false” needs is a necessary prerequisite to the crea¬ 

tion of an ecologically sustainable society. On this point, an even closer 

connection can be made between these two figures than was found in 
the last section. 

Early on Bookchin characterized his vision of the future as a 

“postscarcity” society. This society would reject all the false, dehuman¬ 

izing needs that are stimulated by technologically based market and sta¬ 

tist systems. The recognition of these false needs, according to Book¬ 

chin, will enable us to adopt a simpler way of material life, provide a 

greater degree of social freedom, and encourage a better conception of 

social relations.6 ' The contrast of a postscarcity society is found in the 

present-day organization of growth-oriented societies for the produc¬ 

tion of enough goods to fulfill all the possible needs of their citizens. By 

Bookchin’s reasoning, the fulfillment of such needs “is more likely to 

perpetuate unfreedom,” in contrast to a more traditional society that 

may lack the needs commonly found in a technologically sophisticated 

society, but that promotes more freedom. Which needs do traditional 

societies lack? Needs for “sophisticated energy sources, dwellings, vehi¬ 

cles, entertainment and a steady diet of food that Euro-Americans take 

for granted.”66 But Bookchin is no primitivist. He does not romanticize 

traditional cultures, nor does he advocate a self-deceived adoption of 

aboriginal practices. Bookchin is a stalwart critic of such trends. The 

postscarcity society that Bookchin foresees is “modern.” It is able to re¬ 

ject “false, dehumanizing needs precisely because it can be substantially 

free of need itself.”67 To “be free of need” means that a society can set 

voluntary limits on need. Such self-imposed limits allow a culture to 

slow its growth and change its patterns of material life. Additionally, 

Bookchin argues that the “realm of necessity,” the cultural drive to ac¬ 

cept false needs that go beyond what is minimally required, is a “his¬ 

torical phenomenon,” not a “natural” form.68 Thus, there is no natural 

drive for the pursuit of economic freedom. 

Such a position is very close to the one taken by Marcuse concern¬ 

ing false needs in his One-Dimensional Man. Marcuse begins his dis¬ 

cussion of false needs by suggesting that the “most effective and endur¬ 

ing form of warfare against liberation is the implanting of material and 

intellectual needs that perpetuate obsolete forms of the struggle for ex¬ 

istence.”69 As with Bookchin, the locus of true needs is at the material 

level while all others are “preconditioned.” Those needs created in ad¬ 

vanced industrial society serve the “prevailing societal institutions and 

interests.”70 False needs are defined as those that are “superimposed 
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upon the individual by particular social interests in his repression. . . . 

Most of the prevailing needs to relax, to have fun, to behave and con¬ 

sume in accordance with the advertisements, to love and hate what oth¬ 

ers love and hate, belong to the category of false needs.”71 For Mar¬ 

cuse, these needs must be overcome by a transformation of society. And 

like Bookchin, Marcuse thinks that while the ability to fulfill false 

needs may appear to be indicative of a society that has expanded its 

citizens’ freedom, the imposition of these needs is actually a sign of re¬ 

pression. The only needs that “have an unqualified claim for satisfac¬ 

tion are the vital ones—nourishment, clothing, lodging at the attainable 

level of culture.”72 To supplant false needs with true ones is termed by 

Marcuse the “abandonment of repressive satisfaction.”73 Finally, like 

Bookchin, Marcuse situates false needs in a historical context, as is the 

determination of their objectivity.74 

For both writers, technological organization systems (embedded in 

forms of political hierarchy and domination) order relations of produc¬ 

tion and create false needs upon which society gorges itself. To reject 

these false needs, which for both authors is a necessary step toward 

achieving environmental sustainability, the political and economic sys¬ 

tems that perpetuate them must be transformed into new forms that do 

not encourage the consumption of cheap material goods. Some per¬ 

sonal transformation is necessary on both theorists’ accounts to reveal 

the danger of a reliance on material wealth as a gauge of individual 

welfare. For both Marcuse and Bookchin a healthy society is not meas¬ 

ured by its ability to provide its members with easily reproduced mate¬ 

rial goods but by its provision of a greater degree of “real” freedom 

and autonomy for all humans. But before this new society can develop, 

its future members must be able to recognize that their economic out¬ 

put can be used to provide the material conditions for greater freedom 

and a fair standard of living for everyone, rather than luxury goods 
only for a few. 

Bookchin suggests that there is a disjunction between the eco¬ 

nomic output of a society and the willingness of the members of that 

society to realize the alternative uses of their wealth: “Gauged merely 

by our current agricultural and industrial output, North Americans 

and Europeans clearly have the material means for making such a 

judgment; gauged by our social relations, on the other hand, we lack 

the freedom, values and sensibility to do so.” 3 Marcuse identifies 

the same problem in his discussion of false needs, and there provides 

reinforcement for his claim that advanced industrial society has a 

built-in social and psychological ability to preserve itself and suppress 

dissent. Both writers have therefore located the bulk of the origin of 

technological manipulation of nature, necessary to produce a plethora 
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of unneeded goods, in the material conditions of society. More im¬ 

portantly, both authors predicate their vision of a transformation of 

society for the better on a change in material conditions, specifically 

a change in the use of already existing social institutions and forms 

of production. Add to these similarities the fact that both maintain 

that there is a distinction to be made between true and false, or 

authentic and inauthentic, needs, and it becomes clear that their posi¬ 

tions are very close. Even if there are subtle differences in the formu¬ 

lation of this last distinction, the idea of identifying false needs 

through a materialist critique of consumption patterns demonstrates a 
striking connection between these two authors. 

In Bookchin’s reply to my original comparison of his work with 

that of Marcuse, he stated that (1) it should be noted that the distinc¬ 

tion between true and false needs was not a unique contribution by 

Marcuse, and (2) that the attribution of the true needs/false needs dis¬ 

tinction to his own work was perhaps “off base, since unlike Mar¬ 

cuse’s, [his] work usually gives centrality to ‘choice’ rather than ‘needs.’ 

” 6 As to (1), of course, Bookchin is correct. I presume that he thinks 

that pointing out this fact mitigates my comparison of his work with 

Marcuse’s, but this is not the case. I have not argued that the true 

needs/false needs distinction is unique to Marcuse, only that he and 

Bookchin share it, including particular details of how assessing these 

different sets of needs works in a social analysis. This similarity helps 

to make my case that both theorists are environmental materialists with 

an interesting set of common views. As to (2), Bookchin’s argument 

here is very interesting. Bookchin does not deny that he makes use of 

the true needs/false needs distinction, but only that his emphasis on 

choice makes the distinction relatively less important than the role it 

plays for Marcuse. Still, if both theorists employ the distinction in dif¬ 

ferent contexts, then, as with the account given at the end of the last 

section, this difference will count as a virtue for a further development 

of either theory through a comparison with the other. 

But when Bookchin substantiated argument (2) in his reply, he be¬ 

lied how similar his view actually is to Marcuse’s. After the passage 

concerning the centrality of “choice” from his response cited above, 

Bookchin quotes himself, saying: 

I have always emphasized that everything that privileged people today en¬ 

joy must be made available to everyone so that they can rationally choose 

in a materially abundant society what they really want and need to enjoy 

life, indeed to “break the grip of the ‘fetishization of needs,’ to dispel it” 

and to recover the freedom of choice. (EF [The Ecology of Freedom], p. 

69)77 
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But in this passage Bookchin has left out an important part of his origi¬ 

nal argument. In the full original citation from The Ecology of Free¬ 

dom, Bookchin says: “To break the grip of the ‘fetishization of needs,’ 

to dispel it, is to recover the freedom of choice, a project that is tied to 

the freedom of the self to choose.”78 To understand how Bookchin uses 

the ideas of choice, needs, and the attainment of a free society, it is cru¬ 

cial that we unpack the “is” (the emphasis here is mine) in this last sen¬ 

tence, as well as its last clause. 

Now, remember that Bookchin’s original claim in his reply to me 

was that the true needs/false needs distinction did not reflect his views 

so much because of the centrality in his argument of choice rather than 

needs. So, the issue we need to address is whether Bookchin’s rejection 

of false needs (here “to break the grip of the ‘fetishization of needs’”) 

involves simply (a) making a choice to do so, or (b) recovering the abil¬ 

ity to freely engage in choice making. Bookchin’s suggestion that reject¬ 

ing false needs “is to recover the freedom of choice” more reasonably 

indicates a preference for option (b). If not, then Bookchin’s argument 

that “everything that privileged people today enjoy must be made avail¬ 

able to everyone so that they can rationally choose” could be inter¬ 

preted as a claim that choice is made rational by the range of choices 

provided to the choice maker, not by the way in which choices are 

made. I take it that because Bookchin says in the full passage from The 

Ecology of Freedom that recovering freedom of choice is “a project 

that is tied to the freedom of the self to choose,” he would reject the 

view that real choice is made possible only by increasing the range of 

choices.79 Real choice will involve a reconsideration of what it is to 

choose, including the issue of the reassessment of the relationship be¬ 

tween the freedom of the self and the articulation of needs. Recovery of 

the ability to make free choices will then include a rejection of false 

needs. But this means that the project of rejecting false needs will not 

solely be encapsulated in increasing the number of choices that can be 

made. So, rejecting false needs cannot be reduced solely to a rejection 

of the actual things that privileged people have, but also must involve a 

rejection of those needs which, according to Marcuse, mask privilege, 

or forms of social hierarchy (e.g., meeting the perceived “need” of TV 

shows that mask class inequality by appealing across class lines).80 As I 

read it, then, Bookchin’s argument is that rejecting false needs is neces¬ 

sary in part to help achieve a free society so that in turn everyone will 

recover the ability to make choices. But the ability to make choices, or 

more accurately, to be able to freely choose, is presumably not possible 

in a nonfree society, namely, one that is imbued with false needs. There¬ 

fore, the connection between choice and needs is much closer in 

Bookchin’s work than he suggested in his response to this part of my 
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comparison between him and Marcuse. Even if this comparison be¬ 

tween the two theorists is still not admitted, the foregoing discussion of 

Bookchin’s views on false needs and choices may reveal that the rela¬ 

tionship between choices, needs, and freedom is so complex and im¬ 

bued with chicken-and-egg puzzles in Bookchin’s work that the further 

evolution of this part of social ecology would benefit from looking at 

other accounts that also employ the true needs/false needs distinction. 

Marcuse and Bookchin 
on Individual versus Collective Action 

Now, given such marked similarities in their positions, it is interesting 

to see how Bookchin eventually criticizes Marcuse. It is certainly true 

that Bookchin has found occasion to praise Marcuse’s work, and even 

to defend him against some critics.81 But more important to me here is 

one of Bookchin’s central criticisms of Marcuse, namely, that the lat¬ 

ter’s work is inconsistent. Bookchin argues that Marcuse has anarchis¬ 

tic tendencies with reference to individuals, but that he easily slips into 

a more familiar neo-Marxist mode when analyzing larger social groups. 

Of course, again, given the structure of my comparison between Mar¬ 

cuse and Bookchin as environmental materialists, we should not be sur¬ 

prised that first, there will be significant differences between them, and 

second, that they themselves would have pointed out these differ¬ 

ences.82 But the fact that such differences exists does not mean that 

both figures cannot be placed in the same broad category of political 

ecology. Therefore, I did not need to refute Bookchin’s substantive criti¬ 

cisms of Marcuse in order to make the first fundamental point of this 

essay that both figures are environmental materialists. But if I am to go 

on to say that a further elaboration of social ecology would benefit 

from a consideration of Marcuse’s critical theory, and in particular his 

common concern with Bookchin regarding the effects of technological 

rationality and industrial society on human self-organization and inter¬ 

actions with nature, then I need to look more closely at Bookchin’s 

criticism of Marcuse. The reason is that Bookchin’s criticism suggests 

that Marcuse’s work contains a fatal flaw that places it outside the 

bounds of the politics of social ecology. On Bookchin’s account, Mar¬ 

cuse’s Marxism makes his work much less relevant to the further devel¬ 

opment of social ecology. I will argue that such a view is flawed, first, 

because Bookchin provides a misleading interpretation of the implica¬ 

tions of Marcuse’s views, and second, because Bookchin’s work argua¬ 

bly has the same problem he assigns to Marcuse. After discussing these 

issues I will return, in my last section, to Bookchin’s criticism of Mar- 
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cuse and suggest that part of Bookchin’s critique discussed in this sec¬ 

tion leads to a surprising conclusion not foreseen by Bookchin in his as¬ 

sessment of critical theory. 

In his essay “On Neo-Marxism, Bureaucracy, and the Body Poli¬ 

tic,” Bookchin alternately praises and criticizes Marcuse on a number 

of fronts. He suggests that Marcuse makes a variety of mistakes, in¬ 

cluding sloppmess concerning his historical account of the Spanish Civil 

War. But Bookchin’s praise for Marcuse’s investigations into “direct de¬ 

mocracy, decentralization, representation, spontaneity and liberatory 

structures” is mitigated by what appear to be comments suggesting that 

Marcuse’s work is the best of a bad tradition. Bookchin states that it 

would be a grave error to “view my remarks on Marcuse as a critique 

of Marcuse as an individual thinker. Inasmuch as his theoretics have 

dealt more directly with social problems than that of any other neo- 

Marxist body of theory, they more clearly reveal the limits of the neo- 

Marxist project.”8j In short, Marcuse’s work reveals the inherent in¬ 

compatibility of critical theory with social ecology through Marcuse’s 

commendable, but evidently failed, efforts to address some of the most 

important issues for social ecology. But the most important part of 

Bookchin’s critique is his suggestion that in Marcuse’s wedding of 

Freud with Marx, Marcuse muddles an account of the capabilities of 

individuals with the capacities of social institutions and classes. Book¬ 

chin argues that the prior tendency, to see individuals as the primary 

actors in their own liberation, represents a form of anarchism, and the 

later move, to see social classes as the main vehicle for liberation, is 

more akin to neo-Marxism. How, he asks, can these two approaches be 

reconciled?84 How can the autonomy of the individual, freed from the 

slavery of the technocracy of advanced industrial society, be exercised 

in a neo-Marxist framework? What would that framework be? Book- 

chin is not explicit about his worry here. We could charitably assume 

that what Bookchin has in mind is the potential authoritarian collectiv¬ 
ism of a Marxist state, even one tempered by neo-Marxism. 

Bookchin makes no mention of technology here, but he does indi¬ 

cate that his ciiticisms are at least in part based on his reading of One- 

Dimensional Man.' It is unclear, though, whether Bookchin’s criticism 

takes into consideration the ease with which individual and class inter¬ 

ests can be merged in a materialist account of the corruption of techno¬ 

logical systems. But more importantly for the comparisons I have of¬ 

fered so far, Bookchin offers no argument as to whether Marcuse’s 

aesthetic transformation of technology, largely an individual effort, is 

incompatible with the individual freedom that will thrive after the over¬ 

coming of false needs. If the society that Marcuse assumes would be 

necessary to sustain such freedom closely approximates Bookchin’s 
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postscarcity society, then why should we presume that Marcuse would 

tolerate a society that would suppress the cultivation of true needs? 

Does Bookchin think that the author of Soviet Marxism is blind to the 

authoritarian potential of centralized control, or only indifferent to that 
possibility? 

Bookchin’s suggestion here of a necessary incompatibility between 

individual freedom and collective action apparently reduces the collec¬ 

tive aspirations of all of neo-Marxism to a singular form. In other 

works, Bookchin makes similar reductions concerning other aspects of 

Marxism and generally does not acknowledge the serious differences 

between orthodox Marxism and Western forms of Marxism.86 For 

Bookchin, all Marxist theories of the family, feminism, and ecology (no 

matter how nuanced or self-critical about their intellectual tradition) 

are doomed because “Marx negates the issues they raise, or worse, 

transmutes them into economic ones.”87 Bookchin finds a “reactionary 

aspect” to the Marxist and socialist projects, in that they retain “the 

concepts of hierarchy, authority and the state as part of humanities’ 

post-revolutionary future.”88 But, of course, such claims represent mas¬ 

sive generalizations that ignore important developments in Western 

Marxism from the Gramscian recognition of the importance of culture 

to the philosophical subtleties of analytic Marxism.89 Further, in the 

first edition of The Philosophy of Social Ecology, where Bookchin 

greatly expands on his own theory of “dialectical naturalism,” he 

makes a point of distinguishing it from “Hegel’s empyrean, basically 

anti-naturalistic dialectical idealism and the modern, often scientific 

dialectical materialism of orthodox Marxists.”90 But what modern 

form of Marxism, orthodox or not, does he have in mind that could 

accurately be described as embracing a scientific dialectical material¬ 

ism? If there is such a school of thought still in existence, it is such a 

relic of a dead age that to oppose oneself to it is not to take seriously a 

comparison with the best that Marxism has to offer. At least it is clear 

that the Frankfurt School’s stand against instrumental reason would re¬ 

sist any characterization that hints of “scientific dialectical material¬ 

ism.” And this is not even to go into the rejection of the metaphysics of 

historical materialism that is integral to Marcuse’s critical social theory. 

An important part of Bookchin’s misreading of the materialism of 

Marcuse, and the resulting contradictions he identifies in Marcuse’s 

work, can be found in Bookchin’s lack of acknowledgment of the shifts 

in Western Marxism on the potential of the proletariat as a revolution¬ 

ary class. In one essay Bookchin suggests that 

it is no longer possible to ignore the fact that the proletariat is not only 

less susceptible to revolutionary ideas than it was in the past; worse, the 
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proletariat itself is dwindling in numbers and in economic power—that is, 

unless one wants to recast all the actors in the Marxist drama and make 

professionals, managers, technicians, and white-collar employees into a 

“new working class.”91 

Quite so. Given that this comment comes right after a short critique by 

Bookchin of Marx’s idea of the “hegemonic working class,” it is clear that 

Bookchin is criticizing the idea of a necessarily revolutionary working 

class. Certainly, such an idea is difficult to demonstrate. If Bookchin is 

correct in arguing that Marcuse mixes appeals to individual and class ac¬ 

tors as the means for social transformation, then, according to Bookchin’s 

interpretation of what counts as a Marxist conception of a class, Marcuse 

would certainly have a problem. But Bookchin never acknowledges that 

Marcuse and the rest of the Frankfurt School share his idea of the limita¬ 

tions of class action, right down to the details of how the proletariat has 

been supplanted in the workplace with a class of managers and techni¬ 

cians, thereby eliminating the possibility of the development of a proletar¬ 

ian revolutionary consciousness. 

If Bookchin persists in overlooking similarities like this when 

pressing his interpretation of Marcuse (and other socialists interested in 

political ecology), then he may be opening himself up to criticisms 

along the same lines. Particularly given the similar structures of 

Bookchin s idea of social evolution and Marcuse’s self-negation of tech¬ 

nology, Bookchin would be hard-pressed to explain how his idea was 

not somehow also susceptible to the criticism he has leveled against 

Marcuse concerning individual versus class action. Bookchin’s account 

of the relationship between social evolution and the motivation to 

transform material society also mixes the potentials of individuals as 

the particular repository of the gifts of social evolution with the institu¬ 

tions and practices needed to collectively set in motion the new ecologi¬ 

cal order. Even though this social order would be restricted to small 

communities, it would still necessitate the cooperation of individuals 

and smaller social groups to organize a postscarcity society. As much as 

with Marcuse, especially the Marcuse of One-Dimensional Man, the 

collections of individuals working for Bookchin’s new social formations 

would be vehicles for social transformation. In the 1960s Bookchin 

wrote that the agents of social transformation would be collective, 

though not in the traditional Marxist sense of a class. Revolutionary 

potential would come out of the “emergence of an entirely new class, 

whose very essence is that it is a non-class.”92 More recently Bookchin 

has written of the “reemergence of ‘the People,’ in contrast to the de¬ 

cline of the Proletariat.’ ”' ’ This transclass constituency, for Bookchin, 

has produced “entirely new issues, modes of struggle and forms of or- 
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ganization and calls for an entirely new approach to theory and 

praxis.”94 But class or not, this constituency is collective, rather than 

individual. Furthermore, it is the collection of these actors together that 

has produced new approaches to theory and practice, presumably dif¬ 

ferent from what individuals alone would develop. If Bookchin persists 

in criticizing Marcuse for conflating class action and individual action, 

and if it is true that Marcuse does not have an orthodox Marxist con¬ 

ception of a class, then Bookchin’s criticisms would either be false or 

would also apply to his own work. While Bookchin’s notion of a 

“transclass” formation means that he is not susceptible to the claim 

that his own approach is neo-Marxist, the relative probability of the 

communal forms of transformation he embraces lapsing into authori¬ 

tarianism should be as big a worry for him as for Marcuse. I would 

rate this probability as very low for both theories. 

The views of Bookchin and Marcuse are compatible as materialist 

accounts of the critique of industrial society and the two theories are com¬ 

parably comprehensible. A few more brief comments on Marcuse’s later 

thoughts on nature should show that while Marcuse’s analysis eventually 

diverges more sharply from Bookchin’s, it is not mutually exclusive with 

an expanded social ecology. In some ways Marcuse’s critical theory may 

help in the evolution of social ecology, at least for those proponents of the 

theory who wish to reconcile their views with environmental ontologists, 

potentially producing a form of radical ecology that includes the best 

ideas from the spectrum of political ecologies. 

A Possible Route for Reconciliation? 

By 1972, Marcuse had reconsidered some of his positions on technol¬ 

ogy and had incorporated a more explicit analysis of nature into his 

critical theory. In Counter-revolution and Revolt he argues that the lib¬ 

eration of nature from its “objectified” technological realm is the first 

step in the liberation of humans. After some consideration of the 

growth of the New Left, Marcuse suggests: 

What is happening is the discovery (or rather, rediscovery) of nature as an 

ally in the struggle against the exploitative societies in which the violation 

of nature aggravates the violation of man. The discovery of liberating 

forces of nature and their vital role in the construction of a free society 

becomes a new force in social change.95 

Marcuse suggests that when we commercialize, pollute, or militarize 

the natural environment, human environments are also destroyed. This 
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is a position that Bookchin could agree with, as long as it is not reduci¬ 

ble to a crass instrumentalism. As I indicated above, in the development 

of his political ecology, Bookchin has always argued that the causes of 

environmental problems are to be found in material disruptions in the 

human social world. Whether Marcuse and Bookchin would com¬ 

pletely agree with each other depends on the interpretation of what 

Marcuse means by the potential of “nature as an ally in the struggle 

against the exploitative societies.” If Marcuse means that a description 

of environmental problems helps to reveal the roots of exploitation in 

human society, then he and Bookchin are arguing similar positions. 

They are even closer if by “violation” of nature, Marcuse does not 

mean something like “domination” of nature, and if the role of “liber¬ 

ating forces of nature” with their “vital role in the construction of a 

free society” includes evolutionary forces. But even if Marcuse and 

Bookchin wind up in complete disagreement about these particular is¬ 

sues, the most important point for my analysis is that Marcuse has 

more fully developed his environmental materialism in this work from 

the argument that we must reconstruct in One-Dimensional Man. Na¬ 

ture is important here for Marcuse because the implications of an 

analysis of its problems aids in the consideration of human social prob¬ 

lems. Marcuse’s clear object of concern is the construction of a “free 

society”; certainly the same is true for Bookchin. 

Marcuse goes on to argue that if technology and mechanistic rea¬ 

son represent dangers to the way humans treat each other, then the lib¬ 

eration of humans goes hand in hand with a liberation of nature from 

the same oppressive social relations. And here, perhaps more closely 

than in the last section, we can see that Bookchin’s earlier assessment of 

the structure of Marcuse’s account of social transformation was cor¬ 

rect, at least insofar as this account involves two distinct (though not 

necessarily incompatible) elements. For Marcuse, liberation from such 

technologically influenced thinking must encompass an individual and 

social struggle in order to achieve the goal of human and ecological lib¬ 

eration. The individual struggle will include a change in individual con¬ 

sciousness concerning nature. Marcuse’s environmental materialism 

therefore requires an ontological dimension. Marcuse argues that while 

the historical concept of nature as a dimension of social change does not 

imply teleology and does not attribute a “plan” to nature, it does con¬ 

ceive of nature as subject-object: as a cosmos with its own potentialities 

necessities and chances. And these potentialities can be, not only in the 

sense of their value-free function in theory and practice, but also as bear¬ 

ers of objective values. . . . Violation and suppression [of nature] then 

mean that human action against nature . . . offends against certain objec- 
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tive qualities of nature—qualities which are essential to the enhancement 

and fulfillment of life. And it is on such objective grounds that the libera¬ 

tion for man to his own humane faculties is linked to the liberation of na¬ 

ture—that “truth” is attributable to nature not only in a mathematical 

but also in an existential sense. The emancipation of man involves the rec¬ 

ognition of such truth in things, in nature.96 

This passage may be interpreted in many ways, indeed, probably too 

many ways. Generally, Marcuse goes beyond acknowledging the eco¬ 

nomic connections between the sustainability of nature and the survival 

of humans to a recognition of the link between humans and nature on 

another level. Nature exists, before we come to violate it, free to de¬ 

velop in the same way that humans are free to develop. Nature has, 

through the processes of evolutionary change, a myriad of possible op¬ 

tions for growth and development other than those that are thrust 

upon it by one particular species. Humans have taken from nature in 

order to direct our economic growth toward a certain path, the path 

that best serves our particular needs at this stage in our history. But 

Marcuse’s claim is not just that we should avoid environmental destruc¬ 

tion because the Earth is our habitat; he argues that in doing so we re¬ 

strict objective values in nature that exist as autonomous potentiali¬ 

ties.97 The question of why these objective values are important is pos¬ 

sibly another issue. Marcuse could be saying that we must respect these 

values in a way similar to the respect we owe to the value of other per¬ 

sons. Such an interpretation would make Marcuse’s work a neglected 

precursor of the more substantive theories of intrinsic value in nature in 

contemporary environmental ethics. But because Marcuse says that 

these values are objective qualities “which are essential to the enhance¬ 

ment and fulfillment of life” we are faced with a critical dilemma. On 

the one hand, if by “life” Marcuse means only human life, then Mar¬ 

cuse shares a view similar to Bookchin’s, identifying the social impor¬ 

tance of nature in relation to humans. (Of course, Bookchin would find 

objectionable the terms Marcuse uses to express this view, such as the 

anthropomorphic idea of the “liberation” of nature.98) If by “life” 

Marcuse means all life (which I think is most likely true), then he may 

very well be arguing beyond Bookchin that nature is a subject on par 

with humanity. As such, the full revolutionary potential of a political 

ecology on Marcuse’s view would include acknowledgment of the sub¬ 

jectivity of nature, hence further revealing the environmental ontology 

of Marcuse’s later work. 

But even with these ambiguities in the interpretation of Marcuse’s 

argument, it is again the case that the structure of Marcuse and 

Bookchin’s theories are similar as forms of environmental materialism. 
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For both, there is a conceivable state of nature such that, if we are not 

connected to it, then we are not connected to our capacity for living in 

harmony with the nonhuman natural world. For Bookchin, the pre¬ 

ferred state of nature is the positive developmental unfolding of a po¬ 

tentiality in natural evolution, and the proper relation of social evolu¬ 

tion to it. If social evolution becomes corrupted, then human 

relationships suffer, and in turn humans produce imbalances in nature. 

For Marcuse, nature has potential objective value that one way or an¬ 

other requires a particular human alignment to those values. Both agree 

that there is some preferred state of humans and nonhumans (either a 

hypothetical or an actual state depending on one’s reading of either 

theorist) that has been lost, or that simply can be imagined but does 

not exist (thanks in part to the distorting importance of false material 

goods), and that this state can only be restored by some cooperation 

between humans with implications for nature predicated on a change in 

the organization of material production. Certainly, given his remarks in 

Counter-Revolution and Revolt, Marcuse would agree with Bookchin’s 

warning that society will be askew until it uses its “collective wisdom, 

cultural achievements, technological innovations, scientific knowledge 

and innate creativity for the benefit of the natural world.”99 

But Marcuse is more open than Bookchin in suggesting that such 

commitments may require a form of ontological realignment with na¬ 

ture, namely, an ontology that does not necessarily erode a thm materi¬ 

alist or social emphasis to a radical ecology, or digress into a form of 

spiritualism. In a later work, published posthumously, Marcuse more 

explicitly makes this claim concerning the importance of an ontological 

transformation of the relationship between humans and nature. There 

he defines radical change as a transformation not only in the basic in¬ 

stitutions of society but also in the individual consciousness of members 

of that society. His point is that industrial society maintains the estab¬ 

lished political order in part by reproducing itself in the conscious¬ 

nesses and unconsciousnesses of individuals in that society. Such con- 

trol must be confronted on the individual as well as on the social 

front. Again, then, Bookchin was right in arguing that both the indi¬ 

vidual and collective elements were at work in Marcuse’s formulation 

of social transformation. It is striking to note, though, that the implica¬ 

tions of this view are not that Marcuse’s pull toward collective transfor¬ 

mation would lead him down the road of repressive centralism, but 

that his form of individualism may lead the political ecology of critical 

theory down the path blazed by Naess’s interpretation of deep ecology. 

In short, the “anarchical” tendencies in Marcuse’s work of the 1960s 

that Bookchin admired—namely, Marcuse’s early focus on the impor¬ 

tance of individuals in social transformation—are actually closer to 
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Naess’s work and have arguably evolved into a more serious challenge 

to Bookchin’s political ecology than Marcuse’s collectivist intuitions, 

which remained securely materialist in orientation. 

But it would be a mistake to conclude from this last observation, 

that social ecologists should now avoid critical theory in order to fur¬ 

ther solidify their distance (at least as marked by Bookchin) from deep 

ecologists in particular, and environmental ontologists in general. 

Nonetheless, Bookchin’s position on the utility of Marcuse’s work 

seems clear. In his response to the original version of this essay he made 

a strong case that Marcuse’s critical theory was not sufficient to war¬ 

rant a serious consideration for a political ecology.101 No doubt Book¬ 

chin is correct in many of his criticisms of Marcuse. But I certainly have 

not argued that Marcuse’s work can stand as a political ecology on its 

own. There are parts of his thought that I have described as a form of 

environmental materialism which can aid in the development of a much 

more sophisticated theory. Anyone who wanted to rest on Marcuse’s 

work alone as the basis for political ecology would have a very incom¬ 

plete theory indeed. But a reading of Bookchin with Marcuse could 

help to inform social ecologists that a commitment to environmental 

materialism can also sustain some important ontological considera¬ 

tions. Marcuse’s critical theory stands as an example of a credible, yet 

incomplete, materialist analysis of nature that is commensurable with a 

certain kind of claim that nature can possess a form of subjectivity 

which we have to consider in the identification of our selves. Addition¬ 

ally, Marcuse retains in this recognition a commitment to an environ¬ 

mental analysis that focuses on human social distinctions. Insofar as I 

have shown the compatibility of Marcuse’s position with Bookchin’s as 

a form of environmental materialism, social ecologists interested in ex¬ 

ploring the potential of their school of thought should be able to recog¬ 

nize that not all kinds of environmental ontological commitments, pos¬ 

sibly including a kind similar to that embraced by deep ecologists, 

should be disregarded in the formation of a radical ecological philoso¬ 

phy. Along these lines, Henry Blanke has argued that while Marcuse’s 

position is indeed an amalgam of both the materialist and the ontolo- 

gist positions, Marcuse’s thought is especially relevant today because it 

offers a corrective to precisely those problems that Bookchin finds in 

deep ecology: misanthropy, primitivism, antirationalism, quietism, and 

so on.102 
Such a theoretical expansion of social ecology could eventually 

lead to a practical realignment of the activities of groups on either side 

of the materiahst-ontologist divide. As I noted in my first section, 

Naess acknowledges that his serious consideration of social ecology has 

improved his own form of deep ecology. I do not point out this im- 
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provement in Naess’s work because, as Bookchin seems to think, I am a 

deep ecologist. I am not a deep ecology theorist or activist. I am not 

even arguing that social ecologists should engage in a reciprocal study 

and appreciation of deep ecology itself. I have instead taken the more 

restricted view that a careful consideration of critical theory may serve 

as a forum in which social ecologists can address the broader issue of 

the importance of an environmental ontology in the formation of a 

more rigorous and complete social ecology. Importantly, this forum is 

uncorrupted by the legacy of unfortunate pronouncements of xenopho¬ 

bia, racism, or antihumanism. A critical but open comparison of social 

ecology with other forms of political ecology may result in an abandon¬ 

ment of the excessiveness and dismissiveness common in past debates 

among greens, and get us on the road to developing a more complete 
political ecology. 
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