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(1) An Ecocritical Debate--by Leo Marx and
Lawrence Buell

Leo Marx and Lawrence Buell, two of the preemi-
nent scholars in the field of environmental literature, came
together in a spirited debate-discussion that touched deeply
on some of the primary assumptions of the ecocritical
movement. Although it has become virtually ASLE-
ecocritical orthodoxy to champion ecocentrism in favor
of the prevailing anthropocentric outlook of modern so-
ciety, Marx raised some important concerns about this.
He expressed his worry that ecocentrism may not provide
a sufficient perspective for getting people to act to change
society.

In the debate it was Leo Marx who presented the stron-
gest words of caution to ecocritical scholars. Although
agreeing with much of the spirit of ecocriticism and ap-
plauding much of its work, he outlined a number of con-
cerns about problems that may arise if some of its tenets
are taken too far.

Central to his critique, Marx suggested that ecocritics
still need to at least remember the importance of the an-
thropocentric viewpoint, even if they maintain a prefer-
ence for the ecocentric. He argued that we need to fur-
ther question the relative merits of ecocentrism vs.
anthropocentrism; in particular by giving more attention
to the question of which of these views of nature best lends
itself to action. He expressed his concern that if we for-
get or abandon the anthropocentric outlook we may be
unable to take sufficient practical steps to actually change
society. Marx stressed that environmental action must take
place in the larger context of the world of society and poli-
tics. He had some fears that the ecocentric outlook may
not provide enough care about humans.

As an example, he referred to Buell’s valuing of
Walden over Moby Dick, as expressed in Buell’s book The
Environmental Imagination. He referred to Buell’s claim
that Moby Dick says “too much about whaling and not
enough about humans.” In contrast, Marx admits that he is
relatively more concerned with the “whaling than the
whales.” He feels that the strength of Melville’ tale, fo-
cusing on its “capacious trope of the whale,” lies prima-
rily in its attention to the human society that generated
whaling. For him, Melville’s information about whales is

supportive, but it does not represent the primary genius of

. the work. Marx spoke of how ecocritics generally favor




November 30, 2003 no. 15

an ethic of “species egalitarianism,” but he feels that the
anthropocentric outlook--or at least some of its concerns-
-1s still essential if we are to change society.

Marx further warned that ecocriticism may have a ten-
dency to be “a bit too dreamy.” In this regard he referred to
an interesting letter from Melville to Nathaniel Hawthorne
in which Melville acknowledged that there is “something
to the all feeling”--but that he didn’t surrender to it. What
is troubling to Melville is that man may too easily surren-
der to a temporary feeling. Marx, sharing this concern,
worries that ecocentric writers may be indulging in a simi-
lar emotionalism. This is fine to a point, he says, but he
questions, “Is this enough to change the world?”” Similarly,
he argues that ecocriticism is fundamentally idealistic, but
he worries if this is enough. Artists may be the antennae
of the world, but he wonders if this is enough to change
people’s minds.

To these comments, Lawrence Buell responded that
he shares similar ultimate concerns and goals with Marx,
but that his training and background have been different,
leading him to a somewhat different focus in his work.

Buell, callingss himself basi-

cally a “country boy,” said he is

relatively more interested in the

notion of “Lo cale,” in con-
est of Marx (the

of “Nation.”

trast to the inter
“city boy” in tha
Buell has con cerned himself
with question relating to the
town-city nexus whereas Marx
has concerned himself more with those related to the ma-
chine and the garden. Buell, too, is wary of the danger of
mere “feelgood-ism” in nature writing studies, but he feels
confident that ecocriticism is not a singular, but rather a
plural movement. He praised its attention to a number of
key concerns. Among these he mentioned the idea of “in-
habitation” the idea of the importance of living in one place.
Another is the questioning the balance between the human-
constructed and the natural world, and in doing this, the
shifting from a human-centered to a eco-or bio-centered
perspective. In defense of his emphasis on place, he pointed
out that “there never was an is without a where,” reminding
us that much of modern literature has forgotten or under-
valued the where. He stressed that all literature has at least
some ecological implications, and that ecocriticism casts
a wide enough net to avoid being a “single issue” move-
ment.

According to Buell, Marx stresses modernity as the

prime driver of development, whereas he himself chooses

to focus more on “environmentality.” Arguing that he
shares Marx’s concern for the need for taking action to
change society, Buell calls himself a “strategic
ecocentrist.” He believes that the imagination--far from
being merely a dreamy state--as a fundamental transfor-
mative role. Accordingly, he is optimistic about
ecocriticism’s continuing contributions; not only to liter-
ary textual understanding, but also to the actual changing
of society.

One of the speakers (I have forgotten who) referred
to an interesting expression that might serve as new motto
for ecoctritics to keep in mind. It was from a statement by
Robert Kern calling for “no ecocentrism without
anthropocentrism.” The suggestion here is that we may
need elements of both. We need to continue questioning
whether these two outlooks necessarily constitute binary
oppositions--or whether they can, and must act comple-
mentarily. Amidst the debate between Marx and Buell, I
felt there was an underlying sense of hope that the latter

will prove to be the case.

(2) Seeking Common Ground: A Dialogue on Inte-
grating the Sciences and Humanities--by Edward
0. Wilson and Laura Dassow Walls

While the Leo Marx--Lawrence Buell debate struck
at the heart of some of the central tenets in the field of
ecocriticism, the dialogue between Edward O. Wilson and
Laura Dassow Walls reached out to a rather farther-rang-
ing question, dealing with the possibility of finding a com-
mon ground between the often-alienated fields of the sci-
ences and the humanities.

Edward O. Wilson has established a major role in the
attempt to bring together people working in the entire range
from the natural sciences, the social sciences and the hu-
manities, on the behalf of saving the environment. He has
been a leading spokesman in the attempt to maintain
biodiversity throughout the world. His theory of
“biophilia”--the idea that humans have a natural, genetically-
based, affinity for life that binds us to all other species--
has also been welcomed by many who have interests in the
environment. The central concern of his latest work is
“consilience™ the idea that all knowledge is intrinsically
unified, and that there is a small number of natural laws
that can be found and that will one day--relatively soon, he
believes--unite all fields of learning. To many in the hu-
manities this idea has been on the one hand intriguing, in

its promises for bringing about a unity between the arts
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and sciences. But on the other hand it has raised serious
concerns among many. For a central postulate of Wilson’s
idea of consilience is his faith that the natural sciences
are on the threshold of finally providing a thorough scien-
tific understanding of the mind, and that the laws that will
explain the mind will also be able to explain all other as-
pects of life--ranging from human society, behavior,
dreams, religion and the arts.

This was the bold claim of Wilson’s presentation. He
asserted that for a long time the research theme of the
workings of the mind has remained the “black hole” of the
sciences. For too long, because of a variety of social and
religious taboos, scientists have held off in working on
this, “the great unsolved question.” But Wilson believes
that we both need to and will be able to know the workings
of the mind. He argues that the coming understanding of
the mind will help humanists and the arts. He is optimis-
tic that his understanding will be possible in a surprisingly
short number of years. He counters objections to this
claim by pointing to how quickly--far beyond anyone’s
predictions--scientists have come to and understanding of
genetics, DNA, and the human genome.

Wilson surveyed of some of the similarities and dif-
ferences between the sciences and literature. Both, he
said, share a common aim of helping us to fix our place in
the cosmos. But their methods and goals have been fun-
damentally different. Economy and precision dictate the
principles and language of science. Metaphor and hyper-
bole are taboo. The arts, on the other hand, allow the trans-
mission of details of human experience through artifice,
based on an intuitive understanding of human nature.

Nonetheless, the sciences and the humanities can
share similar approaches, Wilson argues. Scientists, he
says, should “think like a poet, work like an accountant,
and write like a journalist.” In the end, he sees science and
the humanities as becoming consilient--that is, coming to
accept a unified set of laws for understanding the human
mind. Wilson offered Henry Thoreau as an example of an
earlier thinker who made an attempt to work toward a
consilience between science and the humanities.

Laura Walls, an eminent scholar on the scientific
thought of Emerson and Thoreau, responded to this open-
ing by Wilson. She expressed her admiration for the ma-
Jjor contributions of Wilson’s wide-ranging work, but she
also spoke of her reservations about accepting the idea
that science will be able to thoroughly and fairly explain
the human mind. She referred to Thoreau’s assertion that
by virtue of being human we are also grounded--so that
what we know of the world is only real to our own views

of it. Thus she implied the need for a sense of humility in

claiming that we can ultimately know reality. Outlining some
of the reasons why many in the humanities have not accepted
Wilson’s proposal of concilience, she pointed particularly
to its reliance on reductionism--the faith, shared by
Descartes, Bacon and other scientific positivists, that all
processes are reducible to scientific principles.

Not surprisingly, there was no easy conclusion or reso-
lution to the debate. Wilson concluded by rejecting the
common belief in the need to erect a “fire wall” separating

science from such areas as religion and art. This attitude,

he contends, is the “white flag,” that is the lazy surrender,
of an intellectual. He remains confident that as we come to
understand the mind scientifically, we will also come to
understand questions like those relating to values, ethics,
and religion. For Wilson, while this will be difficult, it is
by no means an insurmountable problem. “Stay tuned,” he
urges, for the answers are around the corner, and will come
sooner than most of us imagine.

For many of us, especially in the humanities, it re-
mains difficult even to conceive of what it could mean to
come to an understanding of the workings of the human
mind. Alternatively, could it be that another scenario for
the future of research on the mind might come from the
world of chaos theory--from its images of fractiles; where
like in an infinitely branching river, the more one discov-
ers, the more infinite the quest becomes. Not to worry,
counters Wilson--the rivers of understanding will all con-
verge, ultimately, in unity. Whether Wilson is ultimately
correct in his prediction of science achieving his goal of
consilience, or if such a unified understanding will forever
remain beyond our grasp, in any case it is clear that there is
a growing need for a new attempt for understanding and
cooperation between those of us working in the humanities
and the sciences. As Wilson and Walls suggested, we can
no longer remain as ignorant or suspicious of each other’s
work as we have been. Their presentation gave evidence of

a hopeful growth taking place in this joint exploration.

(ZOVLER—= b 2ELEEDMR LB DA, ASLE-
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