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CHAPTER 14

Love It or Lose It:

The Coming Biophilia

Revolution

David W. Orr

Ihavesetbejbreyoulifeanddeath, blessingandcursing: thereforechoose
life, that both thou and thyseed maylive.

—DEUTERONOMY 30:19

"Naturje and i are two," filmmaker WoodyAllenonce said, and

apparently thetwo have notgotten togetheryet.•Allen is known
totake extraordinary precautions tolimit bodily and mental contact with
rural flora andfauna. Hedoes notgoinnatural lakes, forexample, because
"there are live things in there." Thenature Allen does find comfortable is
thatofNew York City, amodestenough standard for wildness.

Allen's aversion to nature, whatcanbecalled biophobia, isincreasingly

common among people raisedwith television, Walkman radios attached to
their heads, video games, living amidst shopping malls, freeways, and
dense urban or suburban settings where nature ispermitted tastefully, as
decoration. More thaneverwedwell inandamong ourowncreations and
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4l6 are increasingly uncomfortablewith the nature that liesbeyondour direct

control. Biophobia ranges from discomfort in "natural" places to active

scorn for whatever is not man-made, managed, or air-conditioned. Bio

phobia, inshort,istheculturallyacquired urgetoaffiliate withtechnology,
human artifacts, and solely with human interests regarding the natural

world.I intend theword broadlyto includeaswellthosewho regardnature

"objectively" asnothingmorethan"resources" to beused anyway the fa
voredamongthe presentgenerationseefit.

Is biophobia a problemlikemisanthropyor sociopathy? Or isit merely

apersonal preference, oneplausible view of natureamongmany? Isit OK

thatWoodyAllenfeels nokinshipwith nature? Doesit matterthat agrow

ingnumberofotherpeopledon'tlike itor like itonlyintheabstractasnoth

ing more than resources to be managed or as television naturespecials?

Does it matterthat weareincreasinglyseparatedfromtheconditionsofna

ture?If thesethingsdomatter,howdo theymatterandwhy? Andwhyhave

somanycometo thinkthat thenatural worldisinadequate? Inadequate for

what?

At the other end of the continuum of possibleorientations toward na

ture is biophilia,which E.O. Wilsondefines as"the urge to affiliate with

other forms of life."2 Erich Fromm once defined it more broadly as "the

passionate love of lifeandof all that isalive."' Both agree, however, that
biophilia is not only innate but a sign of mentaland physical health.To

what extentareour biologicalprospectsand our sanitynowdependent on

our capacity forbiophilia? Tothat degree it is important thatwe under
stand howbiophilia comes to be,how it prospers, whatit requires of us,
and how this is to be learned.

If biophilia were all that tugged atus,thisbookwould beanunneces
sary documentation of theobvious. Buttheaffinity forlife competes with
otherdrives, including biophobia, disguised beneath theabstractions and
presumptionsofprogress found ineconomics, management, and technol
ogy. Myhypothesis aboutthebiophilia hypothesis, then, isthatwhatever
isinourgenes, theaffinity forlife isnow achoice wemust make. Compared
to earliercultures,our distinctionliesin the factthat technologynow al

lows us to move much further toward total domination ofnature than ever

before. Serious andwell-funded people talkaboutreweaving the fabric of

Ethics and Political Action

W life on earth through genetic engineering and nanotechnologies; others

talkof leavingthe earth altogether for spacecolonies;stillothers talkofre

shapinghuman consciousness to fit"virtual reality." If weareto preserve a

worldinwhichbiophiliacanbeexpressed andcanflourish, wewillhave to

decide to make such a world.

Biophobia: Its Origins and Consequences

In varyingdegrees humanshave always modified their environment. I am

persuaded thattheygenerallyintendedtodosowithdecorumandcourtesy
toward nature. Not always and everywhere to be sure, but mosdy. On bal

ance, the evidencefurther suggests that biophilia or something closeto it

waswoven throughout the myths,religions, andmindsetofearlyhuman

kind, which saw itself as participating with nature. In Owen Barfield's

words, people once felt "integrated or mortised into" the world in ways

that we do not and perhaps cannot.4 Technology, primitive by our stan

dards, set limitson what tribal culturescould do to the world; their myths,

superstitions, andtaboosconstrainedwhattheythoughttheyoughttodo.
But I do not think that they chose biophilia, if for no other reasonthan there

was no choice to be made. And those tribes and cultures which were bio-

phobicor incompetent towardnaturepassed into oblivion throughstar

vation and disease.5

Looking back across that divide, it is evident that tribal cultures pos

sessedanecological innocenceofsortsbecausetheydid not havethe power

or knowledge givento us.We, incontrast,mustchoosebetweenbiophobia

and biophilia because science and technology have given us the powerto

destroyso completely aswellas the knowledge to understand the conse

quences of doingso.Thedivide was not asharp break but a kindof slow
tectonicshiftinperception andattitudes thatwidened throughoutthe late

Middle Ages to the present. What we call "modernization" represented

dramatic changes in howweregarded the natural worldandour rolein it.

These changes arenowsothoroughly ingrained inusthatwecanscarcely

conceive anyother manner of thinking. Butcrossing thisdivide first re

quired ustodiscard thebeliefthattheworld isalive and worthyof respect
if not fear. Todeadmatterweoweno obligations.Second,it wasnecessary

Love ItorLose It. The Coming Biophilia Revolution
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4lS
to distance ourselves from animals who were transformed by Cartesian al
chemy into mere machines. Again, no obligations or pity are owed to ma
chines. Inboth cases, use is limited only by usefulness. Third, itwas nec
essary to quiet whatever remaining sympathywe had for nature in favorof
hard data that could be weighed, measured, counted, and counted on to
make aprofit. Fourth, we needed areason to join power, cash, and knowl
edge inorderto transform theworld intomoreusefulforms. Francis Bacon
provided the logic; the evolution ofgovernment-funded research did the
rest. Fifth, we required aphilosophy of improvement and found it in the
ideology of perpetual economic growth, now the central mission ofgov
ernments everywhere. Sixth, biophobia required the sophisticated culti
vationofdissatisfactionwhichcouldbeconverted into massconsumption,
The advertising industry and the annual stylechange were invented.

For these revolutions to work, it was necessary that nature be rendered
into abstractions and production statisticsofboard feet, tons, barrels, ami
yield. Itwas also necessary to underminecommunity—especiallythe small
communitywhereattachmenttoplacemightgrowandwithitresistanceto
crossingthedivide. Finally itwas necessarytoconvertpolitics intothe pur
suit ofmaterial self-interest and hence render people impotent as citizen*
and unable totalkoflarger and more important things.

To this point the story is well known, but it is hardly finished. Gcnetfc
engineers are busy remaking the fabricof lifeonearth.Thedcvelopmcntttf
nanotechnologics—machines at the molecular level—will create possibi!
ities for goodandevil thatdefy prediction. Howlongwill it be until the^
netic engineers or nanotechnologists release an AIDS-like virus? Onecs*
only guess. But even those promoting such technologies admit that thftj
"carry us toward unprecedented dangers ... more potent than nuclear
weapons."6 And immediately ahead is the transformation of human con
sciousness brought on by the conjunctionofneuroscience and computet*
in machines that will simulate whatever reality we choose. What happen*
to the quality of human experience (or to our politics) when cheap rod
thoroughgoing fantasy governs our mental life? In each case untrenv
formed nature pales bycomparison. It is clumsy, inconvenient, flawcd.UK-
ficult to rearrange. It is slow. And it cannot be converted to mass deg«)
dence and profits soeasily.

Ethics andMiUcalAi
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Behindeachoftheseendeavors liesabarelyconcealedcontemptforun

altered life andnature, aswell ascontemptforthepeoplewhoareexpected
to endure the mistakes, purchase the results, and live with the conse
quences, whatever those may be. It is acontempt disguised by words of
bamboozlemcnt like "bottomline," "progress," "needs," "costs andbene
fits," "economic growth," "jobs,""realism,""research," and "knowledge,"
words thatgoundefinedandunexamined. Fewpeople, Isuspect, believe in
theirbones that the net results from all thiswillbepositive, butmostfeel
powerless tostop what seems tobe so inevitable and unable tospeakwhat
issohardto say inthelanguage ofself-interest.

Themanifestation of biophobia explicit in theurge to control nature
has led toaworld inwhich itisbecomingeasiertobebiophobic. Undefiled
nature is being replaced by adefiled nature of landfills, junkyards, strip
mines, clear cuts, blighted cities, six-lane freeways, suburban sprawl, pol
luted rivers, and Superfund sites, all ofwhich deserve ourphobias. Ozone
depletion, meaning more eyecataracts andskincancer, does givemore rea
son tostay indoors. Thespreadoftoxics and radioactivitydoes mean more
disease.Thedisruptionofnaturalcyclesandthe introductionofexoticspe
cies have destroyed some of thenatural diversity thatformerly graced our
landscapes. Introduced blights and pests have destroyed American chest
nutsandelms. Newones areattacking maples, dogwoods, hemlocks, and
ashes. Global warming willdegrade theflora and fauna offamiliar places.7
Biophobiasets inmotion avicious cycle that tends tocause people toact in
a fashion that undermines the integrity, beauty, andharmonyof nature—
creating thevery conditions that make the dislikeofnature yet more prob
able.

Even so,isitOKthatWoodyAllen, or anyone else, doesn't like nature?
Isbiophobiamerelyone among anumberofequally legitimateways tore
late to nature? Idonotthinkso.Forevery biophobeothers have to dothat
much moreoftheworkofpreserving, caringfor, andlovingthenaturethat
supports biophobes and biophiliacs alike. Economists call this the "free-
rider problem." Itarises inevery group, committee, oralliance, when itis
possible for some toreceive all the advantages ofmembership while doing
none of the work necessary to create those advantages. Environmental
freeriders benefit from others' willingness tofight forclean airwhich they

Love It orLose It: The Coming Biophilia Revolution
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breathe, cleanwaterwhich theydrink,thepreservationof biological diver
sity which sustains them, and the conservation of the soil which feeds
them. Butthey liftnotafinger. Biophobia isnotOKbecause itdoes notdis
tribute fairly theworkof keeping theearthoranylocal place.

Biophobia isnotOKfor thesame reason thatmisanthropyorsociopa-
thy are notOK. We recognize these aberrations as the result ofdeformed
childhoods thatcreate unloving and often violent adults. Biophobia inall
itsforms shrinks therange of experiences andjoys in life in thesame way
thattheinability to achieve close andloving relationships limits ahuman
life. E. O.Wilsonputsit thisway:

Peoplecan growupwith theoutward appearanceofnormality inan en
vironment largely stripped ofplants andanimals, in thesame way that
passable looking monkeys can beraised inlaboratory cages and cattle
fattened infeeding bins. Asked if they were happy, these people would
probablysayyes.Yetsomethingvitallyimportantwouldbemissing,not
merely the knowledge and pleasure thatcan be imagined and might
have been,but awidearray of experiences that the humanbrainispe
culiarly equipped to receive.8

Can the same be saidofwhole societies that distance themselves from ani

mals, trees, landscapes, mountains, and rivers? Ismass biophobia akind of
collective madness? In time I think we will come to know that it is.

Biophobia is notOKbecause itisthefoundation for apolitics ofdom
ination and exploitation. For our politics towork as they now doalarge
number ofpeople must not like any nature that cannot be repackaged and
sold back tothem. They must beecologically illiterate and ecologically in
competent, and they must believe that this is notonly inevitable butdesir
able. Further, theymust beignorantofthebasis oftheirdependency. They
mustcome to see theirbondage asfreedom andtheirdiscontents ascom
mercially solvable problems. The drift ofthe biophobic society, as George
Orwell andC.S.Lewis foresaw decades ago, istoward thereplacement of
nature andhuman nature by technology andthereplacement of real de
mocracy by atechnological tyranny now loomingonthehorizon.

Thesearereasonsof self-interest: it istoour advantage to distribute the

world's work fairly, tobuildasociety inwhich livescan belived fully, and to

Ethics and Political Action

. 421 create aneconomy inwhich people participate knowlcdgeably. There isa
further argument against biophobia thatrests notonourself-interest but
onourduties. Biophobia isnotOK,finally, because it violates anancient
charge toreplenish theearth. Inreturn for ourproperuse, theearth is given
to humankind as a trust. Proper use requires gratitude, humility, charity,
and skill. Improper use begins with ingratitude and disparagement and
proceeds togreed, abuse, and violence. We cannot forsake our duties as
stewards without breaking thattrust. Neither can we forsake theduties of
stewardship withoutbreaking another trust tothose who precededus and
those who will follow.

Biophobia is certainly more complex than I have described it. One can
be both biophobic and adues-paying memberofthe Sierra Club. Itis pos
sible to be averseto nature but still "like" the idea ofnature as an abstrac

tion. Moreover, it is possible toadopt the language and guise ofbiophilia
and doagreat deal of harm to the earth, knowingly orunknowingly. In
other words, it is possible for us to beinconsistent, hypocritical, and ig
norant ofwhat we do.

But is it possible for us tobe neutral or"objective" toward life and na
ture?I do not think so. On close examination, what often passes for neu
trality is nothing ofthe sort but rather the thinly disguised self-interestof
those withmuch togain financiallyorprofessionally. Forthose presuming
towear therobes ofobjectivity, theguise, inAbraham Maslow's words, is
often"adefense against being flooded bytheemotions ofhumility, rever
ence, mystery, wonder, and awe."9Lifeoughttoexciteourpassion, notour
indifference. Life injeopardy oughttocause ustotake astand, notretreat
into aspurious neutrality. Further, it is amistake toassume that commit
ment precludes the ability tothink clearly and use evidence accurately. In
deed, commitment motivates intellectual clarity, integrity, anddepth. We
understand thisinotherrealms quite well. When thechips aredown, we
don't go todoctors who admit tobeing neutral about the life and death of
their patients. Nor when our hide is atstake do we go tolawyers who pro
fess "objective" neutrality toward justice and injustice. It is a mistake to
think that mattersof environmentandlifeoneartharesomehowdifferent.

They are not. And we cannot in such matters remain alooforindifferent
withoutopeningtheworldto demons.

Love It orLose It. The Coming Biophilia Revolution
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The Roots of Biophilia

Werelateto the environment around usin differentways,with differingin

tensity,and these bonds havedifferentsources.At the most common level

we learn to lovewhat has becomefamiliar. There arc prisonerswho prefer

their jailcell to freedom; city dwellers, likeWoodyAllen, who shun rural

landscapes or wilderness; and rural folkwho willnot set foot in the city.

Simply put, wetend to bond withwhatweknowwell. GeographerYi-Fu

Tuandescribes this bonding as"topophilia,"whichincludes"allof the hu

man being's affective tieswith the materialenvironment."10Topophilia is

lessrooted inour deeppsychologythan it isinour particularcircumstances

and experiences. It iscloserto a senseof habitat that is formedout of the

familiarcontextof everyday livingthan it isagenuinerootednessin the bi

ologyandtopographyof acertainplace. It isnot innatebutacquired. New

Yorkers have perhaps a greatersense of topophilia than do residents of

Montana. ButMontanansaremore likely to feel kinshipwith sky, moun

tains, and trout streams. Both, however, tend to be comfortable with what

has become habitual and familiar.

E. O. Wilsonsuggestsa deepersourceofattachmentthat goes beyond

the particularities of habitat. "We are," he argues, "a biological species
[who] willfindlittleultimatemeaningapart fromthe remainderof life."11

Weare bound to livingthings bywhat Wilsondescribes asan innate urge

to affiliatewhichbeginsinearlychildhoodand"cascades" intoculturaland

social patterns.Biophilia isinscribed in the brainitself, hesays, expressing

tens of thousands of yearsof evolutionaryexperience. It isevident in our

preference for landscapes that replicate the savannas on which mind

evolved: "Given a completely free choice, people gravitate statistically to

wardasavanna-like environment."'2 Removed to purely artificial environ

mentsand deprivedof "beautyand mystery," the mind"willdrift to sim

pler and cruder configurations" that undermine sanity itself." Still,

biophilia competes with what Wilson describes as the "audaciously de

structive tendencies ofourspecies" thatseem also to have "archaic biolog

icalorigins."14Allowing thosetendencies freereintodestroytheworld"in

which thebrain was assembledovermillionsofyears" is,Wilsonargues, "a
risky step."1-

Ethics and Political Action
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423 Yet another possibility is that at some level ofalertness and maturity we
respond with awe tothe natural world independentofany instinctual con
ditioning. "Ifyou study life deeply," Albert Schweitzer once wrote, "its
profunditywill seize you suddenlywith dizziness."16 Hedescribed thisre
sponse as"reverence forlife" arising from theawareness of theunfathom
able mystery oflife itself. (The German word Schweitzer used, Ehrfurcht,
implies more awe than the English word reverence.)v Reverence for life is
akin, I think, towhat Rachel Carson meant by "the sense ofwonder." But
for Schweitzer reverence for lifeoriginated inlarge measure from the intel
lectual contemplationofthe world: "Let aman once begin tothink about
diemysteryofhislifeandthelinkswhichconnecthimwiththelife thatfills
the world, and he cannot but bring tobear upon his own life and all other
life that comes within his reach the principle of Reverence for Life."18
Schweitzer regarded reverence for life as the only possible basis for aphi
losophy on which civilization might be restored from the decay he saw
throughout the modernworld. "Wcmust,"hewrote,"strive together toat
tainto atheoryof theuniverse affirmative of theworld andof life."1'

We have reason to believe that this intellectual striving is aided bywhat
isalready innate inusandmay beevident inothercreatures. Noless anau-
diority thanCharles Darwin believed that"all animals feel wonder."20 Pri-
matologist Harold Bauer once observed achimpanzee lost in contempla
tion by aspectacular waterfall intheGombe Forest Reserve inTanzania.
Contemplation finally gave way to "pant-hoot" calls while the chimp ran
backandforth drummingon trees with its fists.2I Noonecansayfor certain
what this behavior means, but itis not farfetched to see itas achimpanzee
version ofawe andecstasy. Jane Goodall and others have described similar
behavior. Itwould be the worst kind ofanthropocentrism to dismiss such
accounts inthe belief that the capacity for biophilia and awe is ahuman
monopoly. In fact, it may bethatwe have to work at it harder thanother
creatures. Joseph Wood Krutch, forone, believed thatforbirds andother
creatures "joyseems tobemore important and more accessible than itis to
us."22 And nota few philosophers have believed with Abraham Heschel
that "as civilization advances, the sense ofwonder almost necessarily de
clines."^

Do we, with all our technology, still retain abuilt-in affinity for nature?

Love It or Lose It: The Coming Biophilia Revolution
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424 Ithinkso, butlknowofnoproofthatwouldsatisfyskeptics. Ifwedohave
such an innate sense, we might nevertheless conclude from the damage we
have done to the world that biophilia does not operate everywhere and at
all times. It may be, as Erich Fromm once argued, that biophilia can be
dammed up or corrupted and can subsequendy appear in other, and
destructive forms:

Lmore

Destructiveness is not parallel to, but the alternative to, biophilia. Love
of life or love of the dead is the fundamental alternative that confronts
everyhuman being. Necrophiliagrows as thedevelopmentofbiophilia
is stunted. Man is biologicallyendowed with the capacity for biophilia
butpsychologicallyhe has the potential for necrophilia as an alternative
solution.2*

Wealsohavereasontobelievethatpeoplecanlosethcsenseofbiophilia.
In his autobiography, Darwin admits that«fine scenery. . .does notcause
me the exquisite delight which it formerly did."2* It is also possible that en
tire societies can lose the capacity for love ofany kind. When the Ik tribe in
northern Uganda was forcibly moved from its traditional huntinggrounds
into atiny reserve, their world, in Colin Turnbull's words, "became some
thingcruel and hostile," and they"lostwhatever love they mightonce have
had for their mountain world."26 The biophilia the Ik people may have
once felt was transmuted into boredom and a"moody distrust" of the
world around themand matched bysocial relations thatTurnbull describes
as utterly loveless, cruel, and despicable. The Ik are astark warning to us
that the tics to life and to each other are more fragile than some suppose
and, once broken, are not easily repaired or perhaps cannot be repaired at
all.

Much ofthe historyofthe twentieth century offers further evidence of
the fragility of biophilia and of philia. Ours is atime of unparalleled hu
man violence and unparalleled violence toward nature. This is the century
ofAuschwitz and the mass extinction ofspecies, the age ofnuclear weap
ons and explodingeconomic growth. Even ifwe could find no evidenceof
alingering human affinity or affection for nature, however, humankind
is now in the paradoxical position of having to learn altruism and
selflessness—but for reasons ofsurvival which are reasons ofself-interest.

Ethics andPolitical Action

I 42s In thewordsofStephenJayGould:"Wecannotwinthis battleto save spe

ciesand environmentswithout forging an emotional bond between our

selves and nature as well—forwe will not fight to save what we do not

love."27 And if wedo not save species and environments, wecannot save

ourselves who depend on those species and environments in more ways

than wecanpossibly know. We have, in other words,"purelyrationalrea

sons" tocultivate biophilia.28
Beyondour physical survival, there isstillmoreat risk.The sameFaust-

ian urgesthat drivethe ecological crisis alsoerodethosequalities ofheart

and mind that constitute the essence of our humanity. BertrandRussell

once put it this way:

It isonly insofar aswe renounce the world asits loversthat we can con
quer it as its technicians. But this division in the soul is fatal to what is

bestin man. . . .The powerconferred byscience asa technique isonly
obtainable bysomethinganalogous to theworship of Satan, that isto
say, by the renunciation of love.. . . The scientific society in its pure
form... is incompatiblewith the pursuit of truth, with love,with art,

with spontaneousdelight,with everyidealthat menhavehitherto cher
ished.2'

The ecologicalcrisis,in short, isabout what it meansto be human. And

if natural diversity is the wellspring of humanintelligence, then the sys

tematic destruction of nature inherent in contemporary technology and

economics isawaragainst theverysources of mind.We have good reason

to believethat human intelligence could not have evolved in a lunar land

scapedevoidof biological diversity. And we have good reason to believe

that the senseofawetowardthecreationhadagreatdealto dowith theor

iginoflanguage andwhyearlyhominidswanted to talk,sing,andwritepo

etry in the first place. Elemental things likeflowing water,wind, trees,

clouds, rain, mist, mountains, landscape,animals, changing seasons,the

night sky, and the mysteries ofthe lifecycle gave birth to thought and lan

guage.They continue to do so,but perhapsless exuberandythan theyonce

did. For this reasonI think it isimpossibleto unravel naturaldiversitywith

out undermining human intelligence aswell.

Can we savethe world and anything likeahuman selffrom the violence
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426 wehave unleashedwithoutbiophiliaandreverenceforthecreation? All the
arguments made by technological fundamentalists and bythe zealotsofin
strumental rationality notwithstanding, I know ofnogoodevidence that
wecan. We mustchoose, inJoseph Wood Krutch's words, whether "we
want acivilization thatwill move toward some more intimate relation with

the natural world, or.. .onethatwillcontinueto detach and isolate itself

from both adependence upon and asympathy with that community of
which we were originally a part."30 The writer of Deuteronomy had it
right. Whatever ourfeelings, however ingenious ourphilosophies, what
ever innate gravity tugs atus, we must finally choose between life ordeath:
betweenintimacyor isolation.

From Eros to Agape

We are now engaged in a great global debate aboutwhat it means to
live "sustainably" on the earth. The word, however, is fraught with
confusion—in large part because we are trying todefine itbefore we have
decidedwhether wewant an intimate relationwith nature or totalmastery.

We cannotknowwhatsustainabilitymeans untilwehave decided whatwe

intend to sustain andhow we propose to do so. Forsome, sustainability
means maintaining ourpresent path ofdomination, only with greater ef
ficiency. Butwere we todecide with Krutch andothers thatwe dowant an
intimate relationwith nature, to takenature asour standard, whatdoes this

mean? We mustchoose along thecontinuum that runsbetween biophilia
and biophobia, intimacy ormastery, buthow can we know when we have
crossedoverfromoneto theother?Thechoicesarenotalwayssosimplenor

will they bepresented to us socandidly. The options, even the most de
structive, will beframed as life-serving, or as necessary foragreater good
someday, or as simply inevitable since "you can't stop progress." How,
then, can wedistinguish those things thatserve lifewell from those thatdi
minish it?

Biophilia is akind of love, but what kind? The Greeks distinguished
three kindsoflove: eros, meaningloveofbeautyorromantic love aimingto
possess; agape orsacrificial love that asks nothing inreturn; andphilia, the

Ethics and Political Action

427 love between friends. Thefirst twoofthese reveal importantaspectsofbio
philia, which probably begins as eros but matures, ifatall, as a form of
agape. FortheGreeks eros wentbeyond sensuous love to include creature
needs for food, warmth, and shelter as well as higher needs to understand,
appreciate, and commune with nature." Buteros aims no higher dian self-
fulfillment. Defined as an innate urge, biophilia is eros: it reflects human
desire andself-interest, including theinterest insurvival.

Biophilia as eros, however, traps us inaparadox. Inthe words ofSusan
Bratton: "Withoutagape, human love fornaturewill always bedominated
by unrestrainederos anddistorted byextremeself-interestandmaterial val
uation."'2 What welove only from self-interest we will sooner or later de
stroy. Agapetempersouruseofnatureso that"God'sprovidence is respect
fully received and insatiable desire doesn't attempt to extract more from
creation than itcan sustain."'' Agape enlarges eros, bringing humans and
the creation togetherso diatitis notpossible toloveeidierhumanityorna
ture without also loving and serving the other. Agape in this sense is close
to Schweitzer's description of "reverence for life," which calls us to tran
scendeven themostenlightenedcalculationsofself-interest. Would notre
spectfor nature do as well? Ithink not: itis just too bloodless, toocool, too
self-satisfied and aloof to cause us to do much to save species and environ
ments. I am inclined toagree with Stephen Jay Gould that we will have to
reach deeper.

What, then, do we know about deeper sources of motivation—in
cluding the ways in which eros is transformed into agape—and what docs
this reveal about biophilia? First, we know that the capacityfor love ofany
kind begins early in the life and imagination ofthe child. Perhaps the po
tential for biophilia begins at birth, as Robert Coles once surmised, as the
newborn infant is introduced to its place in nature.* Ifso, the mannerand
circumstancesofbirth are more importantthanusuallydiought. Biophilia
is certainlyevident in thesmallchild's efforts to establish intimacywith the
earth—Jane Goodall, age two, sleeping with earthworms under her pil
low," for example, or John Muir "reveling in the wonderful wildness"
around his boyhoodWisconsin home. '6 Ifbysome fairly young age, how
ever, nature has not been experienced as afriendly place ofadventure and
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42S excitement, biophilia will not take hold as it might have. An opportunity
will have passed and thereafter the mind will lack some critical dimension
ofperception andimagination.

Second, Ithink we know that biophilia requires easily and safely acces
sible places where it might take root and grow. ForAldo Leopold it began
in the marshes and woods along the Mississippi River. For young E. O.
("Snake") Wilson it began in boyhood explorations ofthe "woods and
swamps in alanguorous mood .. . [forming] the habit ofquietude and
concentration."'7 The loss ofplaces such as these is one ofthe uncounted
costs ofeconomicgrowth and urban sprawl. It is also apowerful argument
forcontainingthatsprawlandexpandingurbanparksandrecreation areas.

Third, Ithink we can safely surmise that biophilia, like the capacity to
love, needs the help and active participation of parents, grandparents,
teachers, and othercaring adults. Rachel Carson's relation with her young
nephew caused her toconclude diat the development ofachild's sense of
wonder required"thecompanionshipofatleastoneadultwhocanshareit,
rediscovering with him the joy, excitement and mystery ofthe world we
live in."'8 For children the sense of biophilia needs instruction, example,
and validation by acaring adult. And for adults, rekindling the sense of
wonder may require achild's excitement and openness tonatural wonders
as well.

Fourth, we have every reason to believe that love and biophilia alike
flourish mostly in good communities. Ido not mean necessarily affluent
places. In fact, affluenceoftenworks against real communityas surely as do
violence and utter poverty. By community Imean, rather, places in which
die bonds betweenpeople and those between people and the natural world
create apattern ofconnectedness, responsibility, and mutual need. Real
communities foster dignity, competence, participation, andopportunities
for good work. Andgood communities provide places in which children's
imagination and earthysensibilities root and grow.

Fifth, we have iton good authority that love is patient, kind, enduring,
hopeful, long-suffering, and truthful, not envious, boastful, insistent, ar
rogant, rude, self-centered, irritable, and resentful (i Corindiians 13). For
biophilia to work Ithink itmust have similar qualities. Theologian James
Nash, forexample, proposes sixecologicaldimensionsoflove: beneficence
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429 (kindness to wild creatures, forexample); other-esteem, which rejects the

ideaof possessingor managingthe biosphere; receptivity to nature (awe,

for example); humility,by whichhe meanscaution in the useof technol

ogy; knowledge of ecology and how nature works; and communion as

"reconciliation, harmony, koinonia, shalom"betweenhumankindandna

ture.'9 I would add only that reallovedoes not do desperatethings and it

does not commit the irrevocable.

Sixth,I think we knowwith certaintythat beyondsomescale and level

ofcomplexitythepossibility forloveofanysortdeclines. Beneficence, awe,

reconciliation,and communion arenot entirelyprobableattitudes for the

poverty-strickenliving inovercrowdedbarrios. With10or12billion people

on the earth, we will have no choice but to try to manage nature, even

though itwillbedonebadly.The desperate andthehungrywillnot bepar

ticularlycautious with riskytechnologies. Nor will the wealthy, fed and

suppliedby vast,complex globalnetworks, understandthe damagethey

cause in distant places theyneverseeand the harmtheydo to peoplethey

willneverknow.Knowledgehasitsown limitsofscale. Beyondsomelevel

of scaleandcomplexity theeffectsof technology, usedinaworldwecannot

fully comprehend, are simply unknowable. When the genetic engineers

and the nanotechnologistsfinally causedamageto theearth comparableto

that done by the chemistswho inventedand so casually and carelessly de

ployed CFCs, they too willpleadfor forgiveness on the groundsthat they

did not know what they weredoing.

Seventh, love, as Erich Fromm once wrote, is an art, the practice of

which requires "discipline, concentrationand patience throughout every

phase of life."40Theartof biophilia, similarly, requires ustousetheworld
with disciplined, concentrated, and patientcompetence. To liveand earn

our livelihood means that we must "daily break the body and shed the

bloodof creation"inWendell Berry'swords.Our choice iswhetherwedo

so"knowingly, lovingly, skillfully, reverendy. . . [or] ignorandy, greedily,

clumsily, destructively."41 Practice of any art also requires forbearance,
whichmeans theability to say noto thingsthatdiminish theobjectof love

orourcapacity towork artfully. And forthesame reasons thatit limits the
exploitationofpersons, forbearance sets limits toouruse ofnature.

Finally,weknow thatforlovetogrowfrom eros toagapesomethinglike
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metanoia—the transformation of one's whole being—is necessary. Me-

tanoia ismore than aparadigm change. It is achange, above all, inourloy
alties, affections, and basic character that subsequendy changes ourintel
lectual priorities and paradigms. For whole societies the emergence of
biophilia as agape will require something like ametanoia thatdeepens our
loyaltyandaffections tolifeand intimealters thecharacterofourentireciv
ilization.

The Biophilia Revolution

"Is itpossible," E. O. Wilson asks, "that humanity will love life enough to
save it?"42Andifwedolove lifeenough tosaveit,what isrequiredofus? At
one level the answerisobvious. Weneedto transform the wayweusethe

earth's endowment of land, minerals, water, air, wildlife, andfuels: anef
ficiency revolution which buys us some time. Beyond efficiency, we need
another revolution that transformsour ideasof what it means to livedc- -

cendy and how little is actually necessary for adecent life: asufficiency rev
olution. Thefirst revolution ismosdy about technology andeconomics.
The second revolution isaboutmorality andhuman purpose. The bio
philia revolution is about the combination ofreverence for life and purely
rational calculation by which we will want tobeboth efficient and live suf-
ficiendy. It is about finding ourrightful place onearth and inthe commu
nity oflife; itis about citizenship, duties, obligations, andcelebration.

Therearetwoformidable barriers standing inour way. Thefirst is the
problemofdenial. We have notyetfaced up tothemagnitudeofthe trap we
havecreated forourselves. We arestill thinkingofthecrisis asasetof prob

lems which are, bydefinition, solvablewith technologyand money. Infact
weface a series of dilemmas which canbe avoided onlythroughwisdom

and ahigher and more comprehensive level ofrationality than we have yet
shown. Better technology would certainly help, but our crisis is not fun
damentally one oftechnology: it is one ofmind, will, and spirit. Denial
must be met by something like aworldwide ecological perestroika predi
cated on the admissionof failure: the failureofour economicswhich be

came disconnected from life; thefailure ofourpolitics which lostsightof

Ethics and Political Action

431 the moral roots ofourcommonwealth; the failureofoursciencewhich lost

sight of theessential wholeness of things; and thefailures of all of usas
moral beings whoallowed these things tohappen because we didnotlove
deeply enough andintclligendy enough. Thebiophilia revolution must
come like anecological enlightenment thatsweeps out themodern super
stition thatwearcknowledgeableenough andgoodenough tomanage the
earth and direct evolution.

Thesecond barrierstandinginthewayofdiebiophilia revolution isone
of imagination. It iseasier, perhaps, toovercome denial than it istoenvi
sion abiophilia-centeredworldandbelieveourselvescapableofcreatingit.
We couldgetanimmediateandoverwhelmingworldwideconsensus today
ontheproposition"Istheearth inserious trouble?" Butwe are notwithin
even a light-year ofagreement onwhat todoabout it.Confronted bythe
future, themindhasatendency towallow. Forthisreason wecandiagnose
ourplight with laser precision while proposing toshape the future with a
sledgehammer. Fictional Utopias, almost without exception, are utterly
dullandunconvincing. And theefforts tocreate Utopias ofeither rightor
left have been monumental failures, leaving peopleprofoundly discour

aged about theirability toshape theworld inaccord with their highest val
ues. Andnowsome talkaboutcreating aworld thatissustainable, just,and
peaceful! Whatisto bedone?

/•Partofourdifficulty inconfrontingthefuture isthatwethinkofUtopia
on toograndascale. We arenotvery goodatcomprehending things atthe
scaleof wholesocieties,muchless that of the planet.Nor havewebeenvery

goodat solving the problems Utopias are supposed to solve without im
posing simplistic formulas that ride roughshod over natural and cultural
diversity. Except forcertain anarchist varieties, utopianism isalmost syn
onymous with homogenization. Another partoftheproblem isthemod
ernmind'sdesirefordrama,excitement, andsexual sizzle—which explains

whywe don'thave many best-sellingnovels aboutAmish society, arguably
theclosest thingto asustainable society we know. Howdowefulfill the
need for meaningandvarietywhilediscardingsomeofourmostcherished
fantasies of domination? Howdowecause the"change inour intellectual

emphasis, loyalties, affections, and convictions" without which all else is
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432 moot?'' When we think ofrevolution ourfirst impulse is to think ofsome
grand political, economic, ortechnologicalchange: someway to fix quickly
what ails us. What ails us, however, is closer to home, and Isuggest that we
begin there.

TheRecovery ofChildhood
Ibegan bydescribing biophiliaasachoice. In fact it isaseriesofchoices, the
first ofwhich has to do with the conductofchildhood and how the child's
imagination is woven into ahomeplace. Practically, the cultivation ofbio
philiacalls for theestablishmentofmore natural places—placesofmystery
and adventure wherechildren can roam, explore, and imagine. This means
more urban parks, more greenways, more farms, more river trails, and
wiser land use everywhere. It means redesigning schools and campuses to
replicate natural systems and functions. Itmeans greater contact with na
ture during the school day, but also unsupervised hours to play in places
where nature has been protectedorallowed torecover. -/

For biophilia to take root, we must take our children seriously enough
to preserve their natural childhood. Butchildhood is being impoverished
and abbreviated, and the reasons sound like acurriculum in social pathol
ogy: too many broken homes and unloving marriages, too much domestic
violence, too much alcohol, too many drugs, too many guns, too many
things, too much television, too much idle time and permissiveness, too
many off-duty parents, and too little contact with grandparents. Children
are rushed into adulthood toosoon, only to becomechildish adults unpre
pared for parenthood, and the cycle repeats itself. We will not enter this
new kingdom of sustainability until we allow ourchildren the kind of
childhood inwhich biophilia can put down roots.

RecoveringaSenseofPlace
Ido not knowwhether itis possible to love the planetornot, butIdo know
that it is possible to love the places we can see, touch, smell, and experience.
And Ibelieve, with SimoneWeil, that rootedness inaplace is "themost im
portant and least recognized need ofthe human soul."44 The attempt to
encourage biophiliawill notamount tomuch ifwe fail tocreate thekindof
places where we might become deeply rooted. The second decision we

EthicsandPoliticalAction

433 must make, then, has todowith the will to rediscover and reinhabit our
places and regions, finding in them sources of food, livelihood, energy,
healing,recreation, andcelebration.

Call it"bioregionalism"or"becomingnative toourplaces."Eitherway
itmeans deciding to relearn the arts thatJacquetta Hawkes once described
as"apatientandincreasinglyskillfullove-makingthat[persuades]theland
toflourish."45ItmeansrebuildingfamiIyfarms,ruralvillages, towns, com
munities, and urban neighborhoods. Itmeans restoring local culture and
our ties toour local placeswhere biophilia first takes root. Itmeans reweav-
ing the local ecology into the fabric ofthe economy and life patterns while
diminishing ouruse ofthe automobile and our ties to the commercial cul
ture. It means deciding to slow down—hence more bike trails, more gar
dens, more solar collectors. It means rediscovering and restoring the nat
ural historyofourplaces. And, as GarySnyderoncewrote, itmeansfinding
ourplace anddigging in.46

Education andBiophilia
Thecapacity for biophilia can stil1besnuffedoutbyeducation thataims no
higher than to enhance the potential for upward mobility—which has
come to mean putting as much distance as possible between the apogee of
one's career trajectory and one's roots. We should worry agood bit less
about whetherourprogeny will be able to compete as a"world-class work
force" and agreatdeal more aboutwhether they will know how to live sus-
tainably on the earth. My third proposal, then, requires the will to reshape
education in away that fosters innate biophilia and the analytical abilities
and practical skills necessary for aworld that takes life seriously.

Lewis Mumford once proposed the local community and region as the
"backboneofadrastically revised method ofstudy."47 Studyofthe region
wouldground education in the particularitiesofaspecific place andwould
also integrate various disciplines in accord with the "regional survey," in
cluding surveys of local soils, climate, vegetation, history, economy, and
society. Mumford envisioned this as an "organic approach to knowledge"
that began with the"commonwhole—a region, its activities, its people, its
configuration, its total life."48The aim is "toeducate citizens, to give them
the tools ofaction," andtoeducateapeople"whowill knowindetailwhere
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y* they live and how they live. .. united by acommon feeling for their land
scape, theirliterature andlanguage, theirlocal ways."49

Something like theregional survey is required for thebiophilia revolu
tion. Education that nourishes a reverence for life would occur more often

out-of-doorsandinrelationto thelocalcommunity. Itwouldconferabasic

competence inthe kinds ofknowledge thatMumford described ahalfcen
tury ago. Itwould help peoplebecome notonly literate butecologically lit
erate, understanding the biological requisites of human life on earth. It
wouldconfer basiccompetence inwhatIhave called the"ecologicaldesign
arts"—the setofperceptual andanalytic abilities, ecological wisdom, and
practical wherewithal essential to making things that fit inaworld gov
erned bythelaws ofecology and thermodynamics.50The components for
acurriculumintheecologicaldesignartscanbefound inrecentworkinres
toration ecology, ecological engineering, conservation biology, solar de
sign, sustainable agriculture, sustainable forestry, ecological economics,
energetics, andmethods of least-cost, end-use analysis.

A New Covenant withAnimals

Thebiophilia revolution would beincompletewithoutourcreatinganew
relationship withanimals—one, inBarry Lopez'swords, thatrises "above
prejudice toaposition ofrespectful regard toward everything thatis dif
ferentfromourselves andnot innately evil."5' We needanimals, not locked
upinzoos, butliving free ontheir terms. We need them for what they can
tell us about ourselvesand about the world. Weneed them for our imagi

nationandforoursanity. We needanimals forwhattheycanteachusabout
courtesy and what Gary Snyder calls "theetiquetteofthewild."52Thehu
man capacity for biophilia as agape will remain "egocentric and partial"
until itcanalsoembrace creatureswhocannotreciprocate.5' And,needing

animals, wewillneedto restore wildlandscapes that invite themagain.

A new covenant with animals demands that we decide to limit the hu

mandomain in order to establish their rights in law, custom, and daily

habit. The first step istodiscard theidea we gotfrom Rend Descartes that
animals arconly machines incapable of feeling painandto beused in any
way we see fit. Protecting animals in thewild while permitting confine
ment feeding operations and most laboratory uses of animals makes no

Ethics and PoliticaMction

43S moral sense and diminishes our capacity for biophilia. In this respect I
think PaulShcpardisright: to recognize animals andwildness isto decide
to admitdeeper layers of our consciousness intothesunlight of full con
sciousnessagain.54

TheEconomicsofBiophilia
The biophilia revolution will also require national andglobal decisions
thatpermitlife-centeredness toflourish atalocalscale. Biophiliacanbesuf
focated, forexample, bythedemands of aneconomyoriented to accumu
lation,speed,sensation,anddeath. Buteconomistshavenot written much

about howaneconomy encourages or discourages love generally or bio
philia inparticular. As aresult, notmuch thought has been given tothere
lationship between love and theway we earn ourkeep.

Thetransition toaneconomy thatfosters biophilia requires adecision
to limit thehuman enterprise relative to thebiosphere. Some economists
talk confidendy of afivefold or tenfold increase ineconomic activity over
the next half-century. ButPeter Vitousek andhis colleagues have shown
thathumans now use orcoopt 40percentofthenetprimary productivity
from terrestrial ecosystems.55 What limits does biophilia setontheextent
ofthehuman enterprise? What margin oferror does love require?

Similarly, intheemergingglobaleconomyinwhichcapital, technology,
and information move easily around the world, how do we protect the
people andcommunities left behind? Now more thanever therights of
capital areprotected byall thepower money canbuy. Therights of com
munities are protected less thanever. Consequendywe face complex deci
sions about how to protect communities andtheir stabilityonwhich bio
philiadepends.

BiophiliaandPatriotism

Thedecisions necessary tolead us toward aculturecapableofbiophiliaare
finally political decisions. But our politics, no less than oureconomy, has
other priorities. Inthe name of "national security" orone ephemeral na
tional "interest" oranother we lay waste toourlands and the prospects of
ourchildren. Politicsoftheworstsorthascorruptedourhighestvalues, be
cominginsteadonelongevasionofduties andobligations inthesearch for
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436 privateor sectanau advantage."Crackpot realists"tellus that this ishow it

has always been and must therefore always be: a viewwhich marries bad

history to bad morals.

Patriotism, the namewe giveto the loveofone's country, must be re

definedto includethose thingswhichcontribute to the realhealth,beauty,

and ecological stabilityofour homeplaces and to exclude thosewhichdo

not. Patriotismasbiophiliarequiresthat wedecideto rejointheideaoflove

ofone'scountry to howwellone usesthecountry.Todestroyforests,soils,

naturalbeauty,and wildlifein order to swell the grossnationalproduct, or

to provide short-termandoftenspuriousjobs,isnot patriotismbutgreed.

Realpatriotismdemandsthat weweavethecompetent,patient,anddis

ciplinedloveofour landintoour political lifeandourpolitical institutions.

The lawsofecologyand those of thermodynamics, which mosdy haveto

do with limits, must becomethe foundation for anew politics.No one has

expressed this idea more clearly than the former Czechpresident,Vaclav

Havel: "We must draw our standards from ournatural world.../.. We must

honor with the humilityof the wisethe bounds of that naturalworld and

the mysterywhich liesbeyondthem, admitting that there issomething in

the order of being which evidendy exceeds allour competence."56 Else
where he writes:

Genuinepolitics.. .issimplyamatterofservingthosearoundus: serv
ing the community,and servingthose who willcomeafterus. Its deep
est roots are moralbecauseit is a responsibility, expressed through ac

tion, to and for the whole, a responsibility .. . only because it has a
metaphysical grounding: that is,itgrows outof aconscious or subcon
scious certaintythat our deathendsnothing, because everythingisfor
everbeingrecordedandevaluated somewhere else, somewhere "above
us," in what I havecalled"the memory of being."57

BeyondUtopia

ErichFrommonceaskedwhether wholesocieties might bejudgedsaneor

insane.58 After the world wars, state-sponsored genocide, gulags, Mc-

Carthyism, andthe"mutual assured destruction" of thetwentieth century
therecan beno doubt that the answer is affirmative. Nordo I doubt thatour

descendants will regardour obsession with perpetual economic growth

Ethics and Political Action

437 and frivolous consumptionasevidence of theologically inducedderange

ment. Our modern ideasabout sanity,in largemeasure, can be attributed

to Sigmund Freud,anurbanman.Andfromtheurbanmale pointof view
the relationshipbetweennatureandsanitymay bedifficult to seeandeven

more difficult to feel. Freud's reconnaissance of the mind stopped too

soon. Had he gone further, and had he been preparedto seeit, he might

havediscovered whatTheodore Roszakcalls"the ecological unconscious,"

therepression of which "isthedeepest rootofcollusive madness inindus
trial society."59 He might alsohave stumbledupon biophilia. And had he

donesoour understandingof individual and collective sanitywouldhave

beenon moresolidground.

Thehumanmindisaproductof thePleistoceneage,shapedbywildness

that hasallbut disappeared. If wecomplete the destructionofnature,we

willhavesucceeded incutting ourselves off fromthesourceof sanityitself.

Hermeticallysealedamidstour creationsand bereftof thoseofThe Crea

tion, the world then will reflect only the demented imageof the mind im

prisoned withinitself. Cantheminddotinguponitselfanditscreations be
sane? Thoreau would neverhave thought so, nor shouldwe.

A sane civilizationthat lovedmore fullyand more intelligentlywould

have more parks and fewer shoppingmalls; moresmall farms and fewer
agribusinesses; moreprosperous small townsandsmaller cities; moreso

lar collectors and fewer strip mines;more biketrailsand fewer freeways;

more trains and fewercars; more celebration and lesshurry; more prop

erty owners and fewer millionaires; more readers and fewer television

watchers; moreshopkeepers and fewer multinational corporations;more

teachers and fewer lawyers; more wilderness and fewer landfills; more

wild animals and fewer pets. Utopia? No! In our presentcircumstances

thisistheonlyrealistic course imaginable. We have triedUtopia andcanno

longer affordit.
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CHAPTER 15

Biophilia:

Unanswered Questions

Michael E. Soule

T._ .1 hi*
-L. 01

his chapter is a commentaryon the discussions that led to this volume

on biophilia—stricdy the love ofliving nature, but more accurately the
whole range ofinnately channeled human responses to living nature. In
stead ofattempting to represent the viewpoints recorded in the preceding
chapters, here Iwish to raise some issues that Ifind importantor perplex
ing.

As in so many fields and so manydebates, E. O. Wilson has done society
agreat service bydrawingattention to afascinating, ifcontroversial, prob
lem. In his bookBiophilia: TheHuman Bondwith OtherSpecies (1984), Wil
son penetrated tothe fundamental question: To what degree and in what
forms has evolutionproduced genetically based responses in humans, pos
itive and negative, to biological andotherenvironmental phenomena? Ed
ward Wilson and Steven Kellert, by producing this volume, have achieved
anotable advance intheanalysis ofthis question.

Orr, D., 1993: Love It or Lose It: The Coming Biophilia Revolution, In: St. R. Kellert and  
E. O. Wilson (Eds.), The Biophilia Hypothesis, Washington (Island Press) 1993, pp. 415-440.
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