
 Revolutionary Environmentalism: An Introduction
In the contemporary political context, revolutionary environmentalism must be understood in relation to what it departs from, namely, “mainstream environmentalism.”  For committed environmentalists, revolutionary environmentalism represents the future of political struggle as mainstream environmentalism has proven itself to be inadequate to the task of responding to the crisis in the natural world and the corruption in politics.  
In the view of the revolutionary environmentalist, mainstream environmentalism follows what Norwegian philosopher and activist Arne Naess criticized as “shallow ecology.”  For Naess, shallow ecology is a reform-oriented, technocratic outlook that seeks accommodation with the existing corporate economic and interest-group political system.  It is mired in the burdens of organizational maintenance via donations, grants, and contracts are crucial to mainstream environmental leadership.  Revolving door ambitions motivate decisions by mainstream environmental leaders as they move from corporate positions to government appointments to interest group leadership.  In some ways, they become indistinguishable from their corporate adversaries who travel through much the same career pathways.  Shallow ecology also is distinguished, Naess argues, by a human-centered or “anthropocentric” outlook that is alienated from nature and clings to a dysfunctional vision of mastery and control that lie at the root of the environmental crisis.
In direct contrast, revolutionary environmentalism, as I present it here, relies heavily on Naess’ concept of “deep ecology.”  Deep ecology differs fundamentally from shallow ecology on two key points.  Politically, it rejects bureaucratic models of change and seeks far more than reforms within a technocratic system of exploitation of nature; philosophically, it advances a “biocentric” worldview that aims to reintegrate human beings into nature through radically different forms of selfhood, values and ethics.  

This essay aims to clarify some key differences between mainstream and revolutionary environmentalism, between shallow and deep ecology.  Clearly, different interpretations of revolutionary environmentalism exist, but most perspectives share some attachment to deep ecology.  Deep ecology engages the fundamental problem of anthropocentrism and human alienation from nature.  Yet, while the philosophical aspects of deep ecology are profound, the political aspects are themselves “shallow” and fail to develop an adequate theory and practice of forging new social institutions.  I draw a distinction between radical actions and revolutionary change, and I argue that while tactics such as direct action and ecotage may be “radical”, they are not revolutionary because they cannot, by themselves, bring about a qualitatively new social system.  Such transformation requires a new social movement and a positive vision of a new society, the likes of which does not yet exist and remains to be invented.  

The Logic of Revolution

A profound transformation awaits us in the immediate future as we grapple with the ravaging effects of human society against nature.   The changes needed to heal the planet and the rift between human beings and nature far exceeds any reasonable interpretation of the word “reform.”   The change required is revolutionary—it is systemic and far-reaching in scope: it demands a different conceptual paradigm, new values and lifeways, and a dramatically different set of social institutions.  Radical actions and organizing may help push society in the proper direction, but radical is a word best left to describe behavior and tactics.  The Earth Liberation Front burns down logging company trucks to stop the destruction of a specific old-growth forest-- that’s radical direct action.  But forming a new society that values old-growth trees and thus preempts their destruction from the start--that is revolutionary.  The demand for change is radical; the overthrow and replacement of the existing social paradigms and institutions of society constitutes revolution.   As yet, too little written work exists establishing a workable “deep ecology” politics and biocentric society.  Radical tactics to defend nature and life only take us partway toward our goal of a society that respects nature and lives in harmony with life.

Radical tactics and revolutionary ideologies and politics evolve as environmental destruction accelerates and mainstream approaches fail to stop the destruction and adequately defend nature.  Consequently, emergent radical groups splinter from their parent organizations.  Thus, Earth First! arose from the Sierra Club and, in the early 1990s, a branch of Earth First! became the Earth Liberation Front.  Likewise, in 1975, Paul Watson broke with Greenpeace when it condemned the use of sabotage tactics.  He subsequently started the Sea Shepherd Conservation Society, a direct action group which he termed “the most aggressive, no-nonsense, and determined conservation organization in the world.”  Increasingly, environmentalists urge radical tactics to meet the mounting crisis in the natural world.  Much of the informational fuel for their insistence on radical tactics comes from the scientific community whose research into such diverse fields as herpetology, climatology, and Artic ecology shows dramatic declines in species populations and habitats.
Revolutionary Semantics and Biocentrism
Successful insurgencies require a clear political message in order to communicate effectively with the populace.  It’s a requirement that revolutionary environmentalism doesn’t yet meet, as it presents a muddled political message.  It’s primarily a message of “don’t,” as in, “don’t do this and don’t do that,” but doesn’t provide a viable framework for positive action to bring about social transformation.  Several contemporary attempts to codify a revolutionary environmental message exist beginning with Arne Naess’ famous essay on deep ecology (Naess 1989), the work of George Sessions (1987, 1993), Bill Devall (1980, 1988), and their collaboration (1985), in addition to Warwick Fox (1984, 1990) and poets like Gary Snyder (1969, 1990).  Perhaps the most easily digestible version of deep ecology’s political message is Bill McKibbens’s The End of Nature (1989, 1999).  The following summary abbreviates the deep ecology argument that many versions of revolutionary environmentalism assume.

Shallow ecology represents the cultural and political battles over pollution and resource scarcity.  Culturally and philosophically, shallow ecology remains tied to anthropocentrism, the view that human existence and wants are the central fact of the universe.  Such widely-held beliefs that wilderness is wasted unless developed, or the all-encompassing modern social experience of consumerism tie directly to anthropocentric orientations.  Politically, the battle joins mainstream environmental groups with the conventional tactics of campaign donations, legislation, litigation, and media-organized argumentation.  Shallow ecology assumes that the ecological problems can be fixed without fundamental personal and social transformation, and thus that a series of minor reforms are sufficient. 
Deep ecology begins by rejecting human-centered arguments about the relationship between society and the environment.  All life ought to enjoy certain (undefined) rights and human society must recognize the interrelatedness and the intrinsic value of nature.  Thus, deep ecology involves a break with the mechanistic ontology of nature, requires a system of ethics based on biocentrism (or “ecocentrism”), and an application of equality and justice extended to the natural world.  The real difference between shallow and deep ecology turns on conflicting theories of natural reality.  Each, for example, sees the forest as an entirely different phenomenon; for shallow ecology the forest becomes a collection of discrete resources measured by their respective values to an exploitative human society; for deep ecology, the forest has an intrinsic value distinct from the its uses to human society.  A central statement of deep ecology is the eight key platform principles developed by Bill Devall and George Sessions in their book, Deep Ecology (Devall and Sessions 1985, p 70).
The Platform Principles of the Deep Ecology Movement
1. 
The well-being and ﬂourishing of human and nonhuman Life on Earth have

value in themselves. These values are independent of the usefulness of the nonhuman world for human purposes.

2. 
Richness and diversity of life forms contribute to the realization of these

values and are also values in themselves.

3. 
Humans have no right to reduce this richness and diversity except to satisfy

vital human needs.

4. 
The ﬂourishing of human life and cultures is compatible with a substantial
decrease of the human population. The ﬂourishing of nonhuman life
requires such a decrease.

5. 
Present human interference with the nonhuman world is excessive, and

the situation is rapidly worsening

6.
Policies must therefore be changed. These policies aﬀect basic economic,

technological, and ideological structures. The resulting state of aﬀairs will
be deeply diﬀerent from the present.

7. 
The ideological change is mainly that of appreciating life quality rather than adhering to an increasingly higher standard of living.  There will be a profound awareness of the diﬀerence between big & great.

8. 
Those who subscribe to the foregoing points have an obligation directly

or indirectly to try to implement the necessary changes. 

Devall and Sessions amplify the deep ecology thesis set forth by Aldo Leopold and Arne Naess.  Their eight key principles further the daunting task of elucidating deep ecology and give us better, albeit nascent, guidelines for behavior.  The strong emphasis on biocentricity, the recognition of a crisis in the natural world, and the call to action are standard signposts of deep ecology.  The eight principles represent a working, but not definitive, platform for revolutionary environmentalism.  
Deep ecology calls for the abolition of the consumer lifestyle that dominates modern society and individual aspirations, and the need for each individual to “self-realize,” an expansion of the consciousness to identify with other living things.  It calls for an immediate and determined effort to reduce human populations.  Deep ecology argues that human society needs to accommodate its technological and material progress to the greater value of biodiversity (Naess 1988, 1989)
.  First-person accounts of participation in the Earth Liberation Front and other radical environmental organizations yield derivations, often abbreviated, of deep ecology principles.  Rarely does mass recruitment occur.   Individuals come to revolutionary environmentalism via word of mouth and moving from one group to a more radical one.  The potent combination of changing beliefs and behaviors, such as the decision to switch to a vegetarian or vegan diet, encourages personal growth and steers individuals away from anthropocentric orientations and toward biocentricity.  The change in belief and behavior meet deep ecology’s admonition to “self-realization.”  

The biocentric philosophy of deep ecology underlies such groups as Earth First!, the Sea Shepherd Conservation Society, and the Earth Liberation Front.  Timber companies, ski resorts, transgenic bioengineered seed laboratories and warehouses, animal factory farms, animal testing laboratories, and so-called “trophy homes” (luxury homes built in previously undeveloped natural settings) receive the brunt of radicals’ attacks.  The political message, obviously derived from its deep ecology base, states that nature matters for its own sake, that non-human life has inalienable rights, and that biodiversity trumps consumerism. 

The biocentrism of revolutionary environmentalism shares elements with the message of its mainstream environmental cousins, although the cousins quickly disavow sabotage tactics as a legitimate tool in the environmental debate.  Direct action activists believe that a strong sympathy for direct action exists among rank and file mainstream environmentalists.  As Paul Watson said about Sea Shepherd, “We’re the ladies of the night, everyone wants to be with us, but no one wants to be seen with us.”  The political message of revolutionary environmentalism distinguishes itself in its acceptance of direct action.  The radicals argue that mainstream environmentalism cannot succeed.   Success requires fundamental change, and mainstream environmentalists remain tied to a belief in incremental or “reform” change.  But little evidence supports any claim of mainstream environmental success.  The most powerful argument against mainstream environmentalism comes, not from radical environmentalists, but from the world’s scientists who carefully chronicle a steady series of deterioration in the natural world (Wilson 2002). 
Through the second half of the 20th century, mainstream environmental groups sought to influence political change via campaign donations, technical disputes over legislative language, and the fight over appointees to executive agencies.  Mainstream environmental groups compromised with corporations and politicians accordingly.  They measured themselves by conventional standards--the amount of political access, the size of their bank accounts and professional staffs, and their senior members’ ability to move through the revolving door of political appointment and interest group leadership (Dowie 1995).  “Environmental” lawyers now work for natural resource companies and Earth Day became a chance for corporations to “green” their images by collaborating with environmental organizations to sponsor local events.  Relative to the scope of the problem, existing reform fails.  Like a vehicle not equipped with brakes, the momentum of economic growth seems to have an inertia that can only be stopped with a crash.
Despite their differences, mainstream and radical environmentalists argue that calamities loom large in our immediate future.  The list of calamities easily divides into the anthropocentric and the biocentric, that is, those that effect human society and those that affect non-human life.  Examples of anthropocentric or human-centered calamity include coastal cities swamped by storm surges and rising seas or exponential increases in skin cancer deaths.  Biocentric or non-human centered calamities, like extinctions, receive much greater attention among radical environmentalists and scientists than the general public (unless the animal or plant in question captures public favor like elephants or wolves or redwoods).  An excellent example of biocentric calamity with little public attention is the frightening decline in frog populations and their sharply increasing mutation rates, likely due to increasing ultraviolet radiation and synthetic chemicals (Blaustein and Wake 1995; on possible ties to coral reef diseases, see Carey 2000).  The passion of revolutionary environmentalists lies in their identification with biotic life and all of nature, and their belief that they fight for the innocent and the integrity of an evolving natural world under attack.  One of the cardinal failures of mainstream environmentalists is their inability to discard their anthropocentric orientation.
Leaving behind their conventional mainstream counterparts, revolutionary environmentalists assess the state of the environment, the extent of biodiversity destruction, the power of corporate control over political and policy decisions, and make the choice to fight in a more militant and confrontational way.  From Dave Foreman, founder of Earth First!, George Sessions and Bill Devall come three claims that lead them to radical politics: (1) non-human life is intrinsically valuable (derived immediately from deep ecology); (2) an unprecedented biotic extinction process is underway;, and (3) corporate economic power so thoroughly dominates national governments, particularly the powerful Western democracies, that normal political processes are unavailable to solve the ecological crisis.

The Social Deficit of Deep Ecology

Hence arises revolutionary environmentalism and its attendant social prescriptions: spiritual awakening, ecological education, and fundamental political and economic change.  Here, however, the political message of revolutionary environmentalism wanes.  Despite its sophistication and comprehensiveness, the tight theoretical blueprint of capitalism and interest-group republic electoral politics remains unmatched by any rigorous theory of the transition to and nature of a future ecological society.  Revolutionary environmentalism spins off bits and pieces of decentralized socialism, libertarian anarchy, even tribalism, but does not advance a coherent alternative to global capitalism.  It remains primarily a philosophy of “don’t” in the face of ecological destruction and environmental alteration.  The powerful positive message of deep ecology needs integration into the practical social and economic life of ordinary citizens.
Revolutionary environmentalism’s social and political philosophy needs to meld past practice with prescription, as did every successful revolution, whether political or spiritual.  The message should emphasize the positive qualities of technology and demonstrate that science and agriculture need not be the enemy of nature.  Organic farming benefits greatly from technology in natural pesticides and fertilizers.  Solar power, geothermal power, and energy conservation are all dependent upon scientific research and technological advancement.   Our’s is not a failure of technology, but of society.  But no guide to society comes forth to compete with the failing politics and exploitative economics of capitalism.   Yet some noteworthy efforts to identify no forms of societal organizing exist.  Recent work by Carter (1999) is useful as it nicely sums previous work in the activist and scholarly literature.  Carter argues that the social change requires decentralized, egalitarian and cooperative autonomy.  He uses the term “interrelatedness” to replace the individualism of contemporary societies.  The decentralization and egalitarianism of the “co-op” represents the political schematic of “green” politics, such as it exists.  
Wendell Berry’s seminal work, The Unsettling of America (1977), condemns corporate agriculture’s domination of rural America and its destructive effect on the physical environment and culture.  Equally important, Berry presents solutions, some ancient and some futuristic, to our environmental crisis.  Successful first steps exist in the practices proposed by a constructive environmentalism include California’s 1991 creation of 10 ecoregions for the purpose of managing environmental protection and resource management (see Lipschutz 1996).
Across the spectrum of environmental groups, some shared policy prescriptions emerge.  The right of “standing” in court for nature and strong alteration in land use are among the significant changes proposed by varying combinations of environmental actors.  Massive expansion of “roadless wilderness,” complete protection of the remaining “old-growth” forests, and a concerted effort to change our energy policy are also positions shared by most, if not all, environmentalists.  Some European countries, notably Germany, adopt a “precautionary principle” that requires new practices to prove in advance of implementation that their effects on the natural world will be benign, instead of waiting until environmental damage occurs and arguing about possible solutions.  If some new technology or practice poses a potential serious and irreversible environmental effect, then the precautionary principle states that the technology or practice should not be used. 
The advancements in sophisticated decentralized energy technology and organic food production exemplify an environmentally friendlier society and rescue revolutionary environmentalism from its dour scowl and hectoring admonitions.  Policy recommendations should argue for tax changes in public policy to promote smaller family size, financial advantage to builders and consumers using sophisticated renewable energy systems, and incentives to adopt organic farming methods while discouraging the polluting, wasteful practices of current corporate agriculture.  Of particular importance is the need to shift from a meat-based diet to a plant-based diet in order to conserve resources, revitalize the land, river, and forests, and end immoral forms of animal exploitation in factory farms and slaughterhouses (Robbins 2001).  Revolutionary environmentalism must argue its own merits, and not merely the sins of its foes.  
Hope for the Future
Almost everyone draws a line of defense around what needs to be protected.  Few of us willingly accept personal physical assault, or the theft of our property.  For many people of the world, the loss of certain freedoms and liberties spark protest and violent rebellions.  Nations go to war to protect their sovereignty, their boundaries, and their independence.  Revolutionary environmentalists draw lines of defense around nature.  For some, depletion of the last 5% of US old growth forest provokes counterattacks against the timber companies.  For others, the extinction rates and the treatment of animals become sufficient grounds for militant mobilization.  For Paul Watson and the Sea Shepherd Conservation Society, whales and other sea mammals deserve the same right to life that humans demand for themselves.  As environmental damage accrues and people experience its effects in concrete ways, revolutionary environmentalists might gain more public support.  

An epiphany struck the world’s scientific community recently as the scope and breadth of human-induced ecological and environmental change came to light.  Even as the majesty of nature reveals itself continuously, scientists noted the loss of species, the changes in habitat, and the saturation of ecologies with pollution.  However, the materialism and drive to exploit nature that are inherent logics of capitalism only ensure the acceleration of ecological destruction.  A similar epiphany may reach the mass society.  The first great catastrophe that clearly derives from human-induced environmental damage and captures media attention may alter public perceptions of revolutionary environmentalists so that instead of being damned as “terrorists”—they will be praised as heroes.  One of the common statements of revolutionary environmentalist leaders is that our grandchildren and great-grandchildren won’t ask why we didn’t more aggressively  prosecute direct-action environmental activists, but why we didn’t join them to help defend nature.    

The extent of change required in human society to share the earth with its other inhabitants daunts nearly every observer.  But revolutionary environmentalists remain undaunted.  They insist that the needed changes can be accomplished.  Their insistence arises from their sense of hope for a human society that respects the world of life that surrounds us.  Despite the fact that they face violent attacks by corporate security or long-term prison sentences, they remain committed to a defense of nature.  Their websites and written statements speak of the sanctity of all life, our moral responsibility to nature, and their vision for a human society in harmony with the natural world.  Revolutionary environmentalists see a future of progress and peace that encompasses all life.
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� The line of “deep ecology” reasoning predates Naess finding roots in Buddhism, Taoism, Spinoza, and Thoreau among others.  In fact, periods of “deep ecology” reasoning reoccur across time and place, often arising contemporaneous with regional ecological declines (Chew 2001).
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