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ABSTRACT 

This thesis reads the unconvent10nal "nature" poetry of Don McKay and Jone Graham m 

relation to ecological pohtlcs by means of a cntlque of the emerging field of hterary 

ecocnticism I argue that ecocnticism' s elaborat10n of the relationship between 

ecological pohtlcs and poetics is limited by its relatively underexammed cmmmtments to 

the particular vers10n of eco-pohtics known as radical ecology This movement's 

identity politics paradigm hmits ecocntlcism's abihty to reveal the poht1cal dimensions 

of poetry which problematlzes the idea of transparent expenence and knowledge of 

nonhuman nature I suggest that an ecological pohtlcs of performat1vity which 

emphasizes the mstabihty and contmgency of both the meanmgs that we assign to 

nonhuman nature and our relationships to 1t offers a context for cons1denng as 

profoundly ecological the comedy of Don McKay's poetry and the phenomenological 

bent of Jone Graham's Materzalzsm (1993) 
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Preface 

This thesis deals W1th the relationship between poetry and ecological politics It asks 

how poetry whose concern 1s our relationship to the nonhuman "natural" world can be 

read m the hght of the renovations m thought and, to a lesser degree, m practice 

introduced by the ecology movement mto the social and poht1cal realms over the last 

four decades I take the poetry of Don McKay and Jone Graham, respectively, as case 

studies for my argument that poetry which s1gruficantl) problematlzes the idea of 

transparent expenence and knowledge of nonhuman nature - at first glance a hab1hty for 

a politics seekmg to make claims on behalf of "the earth" - may m fact be closely hnked 

to ecological poht1cs 

The lmk between ecological pohtlcs and poetics has been elaborated most 

exphc1tly m the relatively recent and self-defined field of literary ecocnticism 

Unfortunately, this cnttc1sm's potential to 1llummate the complex relationship between 

literary explorat10ns of human/nonhuman mteract1ons and a poht1cs committed to 

rethmkmg and altenng the social means by which we orgamze those mteracttons has so 

far been hampered by its commitments to a fairly narrow eco-political agenda, as well as 

by the fact that 1t has tended to leave its theoretical bases relatively undertheonzed In 

order to read McKay and Graham m the context of ecological politics, then, I begin wtth 

a cnt1que of ecocnttc1sm as 1t 1s currently prachced by most of those who call themselves 

ecocnt1cs, argumg that its normative and, m the mam, theoretically unexammed 

promotion of literary m1mes1s, and its related mistrust of the "figurative," are directly 

linked to a problematic ecological identity politics I suggest that an ecological politics 

of performat1v1ty may provide the basis for an ecocnticism capable of supplying a more 

sophisticated account of the nexus of issues surroundmg ecological politics and poetics 

A skeptic could argue that McKay's and Graham' s unconventional "nature" 
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poetry may be profitably read outside of the context of ecological poht1cs and 

ecocntlcisrn (whether or not renovated m the way that I suggest) - that, mdeed, such a 

context adds httle to d1scuss10ns of the central features of McKay' s and Graham' s work 

A devil ' s advocate might even argue that my own readmgs of the1r poetry m this thesis 

owe little to that specific ecocntical and eco-pohtical context, but rather participate m a 

broader tradition of literary cntlcism grounded m epistemological issues, With a 

particular focus on human/nonhuman relat10ns While such arguments may have some 

vahd1ty, they don' t sufficiently acknowledge my attempts here to bnng together poetry 

and poht1cs - not m a one-to-one correspondence wherem readmg poetry becomes a 

direct pohtlcal act10n comparable to mtroducmg legislation or attend.mg a protest rally 

(the attempt to theonze literature as such poht1cal action has been one of the factors 

hitherto hm1tmg ecocntlcism), but through complimentary conceptions of both poht1cs 

and poetry as repeated performances of ultimately undecidable relat10nships (m this case 

between human and nonhuman part1c1pants ), relationships whose mstab1hty ts predicated 

upon the radical contingency of human meamng-makmg From this perspective, poetry 

and poht1cs are arts of the possible rather than of the "given " What ecocntlc1sm' s 

deficiencies obscure 1s the poss1b1hty for understand.mg poetry as pohtical Without 

reducmg 1t to a relatively simple d1dact1c role wherem 1t effects m humans the recovery 

of a supposedly lost 1dent1ty With "nature " Once questions of epistemology begin to 

1mpmge on pohtics, as they do man ecological poht1cs of performativ1ty, poetry 

addressmg those questions takes on new pohtlcal s1gmficance as a parallel exploration of 

the ways m which the subJects of representation are made mtelhgible through the very 

process of representat10n 

McKay' s and Graham' s poetry 1s particularly mterestmg to examme m this 

context, not because ecological politics 1s mdispensable for mterpretmg 1t, but because 
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the poems' own fonnal properties enact a stance towards the nonhuman realm that calls 

attention to its performat1ve character Specifically, McKay's use of comedy and 

Graham's phenomenological approach both expose our UIIderstandmg of, even our 

mteract10ns With, nonhuman nature as a performative human construct10n and thus, m a 

sense, model the human lmgmst1c "dance of non-d1scovery" (Graham, Dream 159) by 

which "nature" 1s made culturally mtelhgible These poetic strategies do what recent 

theonsts suggest 1s one of the central tasks of ecological poht1cs they contmue to make 

and disrupt and remake onentmg fictions about our relat1onslnp to the nonhuman realm 

If established literary cnt1c1sm provides the tools for eluc1datmg McKay's and Graham' s 

poetic maneuvers, it lacks the capacity to lmk them to the specific social and political 

mtervent10ns of the ecology movement, to provide a context m which McKay's 

h1ghlightmg of the range of conventions by which we make meamng of the nonhuman 

realm and Graham's troublmg of the subJect/obJect dichotomy which mforms much of 

that mearung-makmg process can be seen as part1c1patmg m a poht1cal proJect whose 

aim 1s to rethmk and revise the ways m which we live 

This thesis therefore undertakes that lmkmg task, and to that end 1s orgamzed as 

follows In the mtroduct10n I give an overvtew of the field of ecocnttc1sm, outlirung 1ts 

relations both to the movement known as radical ecology and to poetry The first chapter 

exammes the ways m wh1ch radical ecology part1c1pates m the version of representative 

pohttcs known as identity poht1es, the cntiques that have been made of that model, and 

the alternatives offered by a politics of performat1v1ty My account of eco-politlcs, based 

en the d1stmct1on between "radical" and "reform" ecologies, 1s n~cessa....ri!y schematic and 

heur1st1c, m order to set up a framework for my analysis of ecocnt1c1sm m a hm1ted 

amoUIIt of space, I forego a more fully nuanced overview of such mtemally wverse 

movements as ecofem1rusm, 1denttfymg some broad trends common to the different 
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versions of radical ecology In the second chapter, I lmk mamstream ecocnt1cal practice 

to certam of these trends, argumg that ecocntlc1sm' s cormmtment to envuonmental 

m1mes1s m literature denves pnmanly from its ahgnment with the 1dent1ty poht1cs of 

some radical ecologies Fmally, the thud and fourth chapters operate as case studies for 

the argument that, read m the context of an ecological poht1cs of performat1v1ty, even 

(and possibly especially) poetry whose subJect 1s not the nonhuman world 1tselfbut our 

difficult relat10nship to that world may be seen to contam a highly ecological dimension 

My analyses of Don McKay' s and Jone Graham' s poetry show that the1r work 1s deeply 

poht1cal msofar as, through its d1srupt1ons of conventional narratives of 

human/nonhuman mteract1ons, 1t suggests a model for human thinking now bemg 

recogruzed as a necessary component of any ecological pohtics 
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Introduction 

Literary ecocnt1c1sm has been called everythmg from the hippest new mode of literary 

cnt1c1sm to an mtegral part of the contemporary envuonmental movement Most broadly 

defined as the study of the relationship between hterature and the physical environment 

(Glotfelty and Fromm xvm), ecocnt1c1sm covers an array of cnt1cal approaches to a 

potentially broad range of hterary texts As Patnck Murphy notes, "Ecocnt1c1sm can be 

employed m studymg any literary work msofar as that work reveals or reflects somethmg 

about nature and humaruty' s place m, with, or agamst it" (Farther 1) 

But despite the openness suggested by these defimt10ns of ecocnt1c1sm, its 

partisan codificat10n 1s well under way, allowing for the rough distmct10n between 

mamstream and dissident ecocntic1sm Mamstream ecocnt1c1sm has set a clear agenda 

for literary study among other things, to promote a focus on nonfiction nature wntmg, to 

plead the supenonty of literary reahsm m fict10n dealmg with human/nonhuman 

mteract10ns, to condemn "theory" on the basis of its mterest m "abstraction" rather than 

matenal "reahty " The work I'm callmg dlss1dent ecocnt1c1sm challenges trus mandate 

for envuonrnental m1mes1s, both duectly and 1mphc1tly, claimmg that it's both hm1tmg 

and m1sgmded One of the most vocal d1ss1dents, DanaPh1lhps, argues that mamstream 

ecocnt1c1sm 's commitment to a particular form of philosophical and scientific realism, 

and thus to a convent10nal hterary realism, contributes to a knee-Jerk ant1-theoret1cal 

bent, displays philosophical naivete, and finally 1mphes the irrelevancy of the hterary 

cnt1c' s professional behav10ur Mamstream ecocnt1cs, however, d1sm1ss such challenges 

as reflectmg the depth of academe's enthrallment with "ruruhst1c" and envuonmentally 

apathetic postmodern and poststructurahst theones And here the argument stalls 

Ecocntics contmue, for the most part, to trade accusations - of philosophical naivete and 

pohtical conservatism, on the part of mamstream ecocnt1c1sm, and of prulosoprucal 



sohps1sm and poht1cal apathy, on the part of d1ss1dent ecocnt1c1sm 

As the two sides become further entrenched in their respective positions, the 

quest10n of a means to overcome th1s impasse, beyond simply choosmg a side and 

stickmg With 1t, becomes more and more pressmg At stake 1s not only the quest10n of 

wruch faction may claim to be the "true" ecocnt1c1sm There 1s also the nsk that 

antagornsm will lead to an unnecessary and unproductive polan:za.tion of the two 

pos1t10ns, as well as the related danger that ecocnt1cs, unhappy with the prospect of 

bemg mev1tably aligned With one or the other camp, Will choose to curtail theu 

invest1gat1ons The poss1b1hty of forestalling such an eventuahty seems to runge on 

explonng questions of poht1cs that ecocntics, mainstream and dissident ahke, have thus 

far chosen to skut Most generally, we must ask how the study of literature and politics 

are related, more particularly, whether a cntical commitment to postmoderrnsm/ 

poststructurahsm, which resists understandmg literary m1mes1s as a neutral copy of 

empmcal reahty, precludes political, specifically environmental, engagement 

Literary Ecocritic,sm and Ecological Polztics 

2 

Ecocnticism is overtly pohtical One of the earhest book-length works of self-designated 

ecocnt1c1sm, Jonathan Bate' s Romanize Ecology (1991),1 begms its argument for relating 

hterature to current environmental concerns With the comments, "Literary cnticism has 

never been a pure d1sciplme Ever smce Plato and Anstotle argued over whether poets 

are harmful or beneficial to the state, political and moral concerns have borne m upon 

the d1scuss1on of hterature" (1) If, as Patnck Murphy claims, "the field of ecocntic1sm 

really began With teachers callmg for, and mcludmg m therr own courses, cntlcal 

attent10n to works of nonfict10n [ nature wntmg], which, they thought, had hterary ment" 

(Fart her 5-6), 1t soon became a matter of argwng that those works were relevant to the 
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environmental cns1s Murphy quotes Glen Love' s defimt1on of ecocnt1c1sm as "the 

response of literary study and analysis to the ecological consc10usness of the last two 

decades and to the recogrut10n that human culture 1s mextncably mvolved with, and 

ultimately subordmate to, the physical, natural world" (qtd m Murphy, Farther 15) The 

ecocntical focus, 1t seems, quickly shifted from bnnging a marginalized category of 

literary production - nonfiction nature wntmg - mto the hterary canon, to scrutiruzmg 

both canorucal and non-canonical works for ecological value m order to produce a new 

env1ronmentally-fuendly canon Tlus onentat10n 1s most exphc1t m the comments of 

ecocntics offenng an overview of the field For mstance, Cheryll Glotfelty asks, m her 

mtroduction to the influential Ecocnllc1sm Reader (1996), how we can "contnbute to 

environmental restoration, not Just m our spare time, but from within our capacity as 

professors of literature" (xx1) The ecocntical question, then, becomes one of poht1cal, 

rather than hterary, "ment " Or perhaps more accurately, the quest10n of particular 

works ' literary ment 1s subsumed under the quest10n oftheu poht1cal ment, such that the 

two terms often become mterchangeable m ecocnt1c1sm 

It 1s true that this genealogy 1s deceptive msofar as 1t 1mphes a cnt1cal move from 

neutral literary to ecological values, and thus portrays ecocnt1c1sm as muddymg the 

hterary waters by mtroducmg politics mto the seemmgly nonpartisan field of aesthetics 

I fully agree with ecocnt1c1sm' s pomt that neither literature nor cnt1c1sm 1s politically 

neutral, and that the appeal to hterary values has masked, and contmues to mask, vaned 

political agendas But ecocnt1c1sm reproduces this fault msofar as 1t doesn' t specify 1ts 

own poht1cal onentatlon beyond a vague, often moralistic, gesture towards the ecology 

movement as a beacon of ethical and poht:Ical respons1b1hty Ecocnt1cal logic 1s 

deceptively simple We are, this logic asserts, ma state of matenal cns1s due to at least 

some of our modem mtervent1ons m the physical world If physical mtervent10ns m 
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general are determined by consciousness, wluch 1s itself determmed by cultural products, 

then altermg our mterventtons reqmres a change m cultural products Tlungs get 

considerably more comphcated, however, when we try to determine wluch particular 

interventions, and thus wluch cultural changes, are appropnate responses to the matenal 

environmental cns1s Mainstream ecocnt1c1sm, for the most part, fails to acknowledge 

its own endorsement of a particular and partial mode of poht1cal mtervention, suggestmg 

that where traditionally-defined "hterary" values ( of beauty or truth, for mstance) pose as 

bemg uruversal and obJect1ve, "ecological" values actually are Ecocnttc1sm' s tendency 

to imply its transcendence of poht1cs, through the moralistic introduct10n of universal 

ecological cntena, exposes its poht1cal self-portrayal as a femt, rather than an honest 

adm1ss10n 

To be honest, and to truly hve up to its self-confessed pohttcal part1ahty, 

ecocnticism would have to admit that its fundamental authonty, the ecology movement, 

contams a range of pos1tions, many of wluch are at odds with each other The umfied 

ecology movement to wluch mamstream ecocntic1sm bhthely appeals for Justification is 

a myth, ecocnttcism overlooks the fact that the ecology movement is deeply fractured on 

exactly the quest10n of what green pohtics are proponents of sustainable development 

vie with deep ecologists, who m turn vie with ecofem1rusts, and so on, to comer the 

market on the "nght" response to the envuonmental cns1s Because they don' t bother to 

address the question of exactly which ecology movement ecocnt1c1sm is aligned with ( or 

1fthey do, hke Lawrence Buell, they don' t bother to address problems wtth that 

ecological fact10n), the most mfluential ecocntics operate, albeit tacitly and often 

mcons1stently, on the assumption that the cosmologies and strategies of a particular 

strand of green politics exhaust the green pohtical spectrum 

Mainstream ecocnticism subscnbes to and umversahzes the strand of ecological 



5 

politics often called radical ecology 2 Its most chenshed (from a dissident perspective, 

most objectionable) dogma - commitments to nonfiction, reahsm, an anti-theoretical 

stance - denve from that onentat10n One might argue that these are problematic not so 

much m themselves, but when presented as normative - when ecocnticism and literature 

are Judged to be "ecological" and "anti-ecological" on the basis of theu conformity to the 

precepts of what 1s, after all, but one facet of a broad and ch verse movement for social 

change Is the solut10n then for mamstream ecocnt1c1sm simply to expose its 

commitments to radical ecology, but otherwise continue along the same Imes? 

Unfortunately, it isn' t so simple The normative impulse so strong m mamstream 

ecocnticism turns out to be a denvatlve of certam forms of radical ecological pohtlcs, 

rather than a hazard of pohtically motivated cnticism m general 

The political paradigm of much radical ecology may be descnbed most generally 

as the politics of representation, more specifically as identity poht1cs, itself a rad1cahzed 

vers10n of representative pohtlcs Racheal ecological politics, that is, often participates 

m a model used m different ways, and to different degrees, by many of the "new social 

movements" of the twentieth century, m which an essential identity shared by members 

of a collectivity is seen to become both the subject and the mstrument of a representative 

pohtlcs From a postmodern perspective, identity pohtics' s emphasis on the recovery of 

fundamental universal essences or 1dent1ties as the key to political change is profoundly 

problematic Wlule the prohferation of social movements has been pronounced 

charactenst1c of the postmodern poht1cal conchtlon ( on account of the de-centenng of 

pohtical authonty, and a shift m social/pohtical space), the identity politics that often 

govern these movements remams COJlllllltted to a fundamental pnnciple of modermty -

faith m the transparency and uruversahty of basic social and md1vidual identities 

Although, as some theonsts argue, identity pohtics may be understood to stem from a 
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radically democratic moment - the desire to challenge relations of oppression and 

dommation - they also contam, msofar as they fail to disengage themselves from a focus 

on an exclusive identity, an antidemocratic or conservative moment Social movement 

literary cntic1sm may, m turn, be understood to mhent the same political ambivalence 3 

I will argue, then, that challenges to mamstream ecocnticism may be more 

effectively mounted from the perspective of current cnt1ques of ecological identity 

pohhcs, cntiques loosely connected by theu commitments to vanous aspects of 

postmoderrusm, than by poststructurahst hterary cnt1c1sm Rather thanJumpmg duectly 

mto the ecocnticism versus postmoderrusm literary fray, I will enter the debate by means 

of the mcurs1ons of postmoderrusm mto identity politics m general, and some of the 

radical ecologies m particular The fact that from this perspective, postmodern 

approaches to ecology may be seen as more, rather than less, envuonmentally 

responsible than some radical approaches helps subvert the mamstream ecocntical 

msistence that postmodermst hterature and cnticism are mherently rnhihst This 

approach shows how, on the contrary, ecological identity politics and, m turn, 

mamstream ecocntic1sm overlook the fact that, m Catriona Sandilands' s words, "m the 

very act offormulatmg politics around a core idea of identity [m this case, a "natural" 

identity], the potential for an antidemocratic sectanarnsm looms large msofar as the 

des1re for difference [from the dommant oppressmg identity] overshadows the desue for 

poht1cal challenge" (i13) Such an ana!ys!s suggests that an ecological poht!cs and an 

erocnt1<·1sm cogn1w11t of the penls of identity poht1cs may move beyond conservatism to 

fully develop the democratic moments of both. ecological identity politics and ecocnt1cal 

re~hsm, further "reconcewmg power aw~y from technocr~t1c ~nd mvas1ve forms of 

social control" (43) 

Beca1NP th1(; :mproach takP(; C'Prtam form(; of PcoloITTcal nohtlc(; rathPr than r o r , 
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ecocnt1c1sm, as its startmg pomt, 1t has the advantage of meetmg ecocnt1cs on the1r own 

ground, that of pohttcs It highlights the fact that mamstream ecocntlctsm's msistence 

on the poss1bihty of accurate transcnptton of a transparent natural world - an easy target 

for poststructurahst attacks - IS made not as an end m Itself, but m service of an assert10n 

of act1v1sm, of poht1cal resistance If ecocnt1c1sm's trump card 1s its pract1t1oners' sense 

of vital engagement with a pressmg poht1cal issue ( often pronounced the most pressmg 

issue, smce ''the fate of the earth" 1s seen to hang m the balance), then a response that 

doesn 't address this, but 1s content merely to demonstrate the naivete of mamstream 

ecocnt1c1sm's preoccupat10n with environmental m1mes1s, misses the root of both 

ecocntic1sm's problems and its promise My exammatton of debates occumng m the 

ecology movement 1s thus not a d1gress10n from the subJect of ecocnt1c1sm, but an 

attempt to reach its very foundations 

Ecocriticism and Poetry 

Of course, not all ecocnt1c1sm shares the prescnpttveness that dogs ecocnt1c1sm rooted 

m ecological identity politics Many ecocnt1cs succeed m explonng the vaned v1s10ns of 

human/nonhuman mteract10ns without submitting to the temptation to "take a particular 

subset of nature-onented literature, such as the nonfict10n prose essay of nature wntmg, 

and define that genre as the startmg pomt for the rest ofhterature" (Murphy, Farther 2) 

Unfortunately, because these dissident ecocnt1cs haven't bothered to thoroughly address 

then own work' s connections to ecological pohttcs, ecocntics mfluenced to some degree 

by radical ecologies have used a spunous moral pull ( denved from thetr claim to be 

"poht1cally engaged" rather than "mhlhsf') to set a fatrly narrow literary agenda This 

agenda leads to the ecocntical marginahzation and m1sreadmg of literary texts that don't 

conform to the cntena of nonfict10nahty, literary reahsm, and concreteness rather than 
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abstract10n 

Two cases m pomt would be the unconvent10nal "nature" poetry of Don McKay 

and Jone Graham Talnng mterpretlve cues from the dommant ecocnt1cal approaches 

would produce at best a m1sreadmg of McKay's and Graham's work as overly concerned 

with human expenence, at worst a denunciation of 1t as unecological - that 1s, as work 

that fosters the ahenated human consciousness identified as a source of the 

environmental cns1s Yet, both poets see themselves as engagmg, m thetr subJect matters 

as well as through formal elements oftheu poetry, vanous dimensions of the current 

ecological cns1s (McKay) as well as aspects of modern1ty often deemed responsible for 

the former (Graham) The fact that mainstream ecocnttc1sm can't accommodate their 

work 1s symptomatic of its hm1tat10ns 

It 1s true that mamstream ecocnttc1sm' s relatlonsrup to poetry remams 

ambiguous As I've mentioned, its focus on reahsm has led 1t to pnv1lege nonfictional 

gemes, particularly the hterary nonfiction essay, wrule generally d1sm1ssmg novels as too 

onented towards mteract10ns between humans, an approach wh1ch has occas10ned some 

d1ssat1sfact1on Ecocnttc1sm's stance towards poetry 1s less clear-cut, and thus not often 

explicitly addressed On one hand, ecocnt1c1sm suspects a geme whose motor has 

trad1tionally been such slippery (non-referential) techruques as metaphor, symbohsm, 

and analogy For example, m her essay "Ecofem1rust Literary Cnt1c1sm Readmg the 

Orange," Joseprune Donovan champions Dorothy Wordsworth's prose Journal entnes 

over her brother W1lham's poetry, cla1mmg that by "her ab1hty to resist figuration of the 

hteral ," Dorothy "corrects [William's] tendency (and mdeed the tendency of much 

Western literature) to impose a symbolic order upon the literal, the natural, denymg its 

' thouness', kill mg 1t m order to explmt 1t for the s1grufymg purposes of the author" 

(Gaard and Murphy 78) A poststructurahst argument would of course counter that the 
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"nonsymbohc discourse" Donovan claims for Dorothy 1s an oxymoron, and that 

Donovan' s argument ts undermmed by a naive pos1t1v1sm But what 1s more pertinent 

here 1s Donovan' s 1mphed derugrat1on of poetry as a genre What 1s poetry 1f not the 

more or less overt "1mpos1t1on" of a "symbohc order" upon the literal? From a 

poststructurahst v1ewpomt, poetry hke W1lham's merely dramatizes more overtly than 

Dorothy' s prose the figurative nature of all language From Donovan' s perspective, 

however, there 1s a clear lme of demarcat10n between language that "circumvent[s] 

figurative dommatlon by remammg faithful to the hteral" (76) and language that doesn' t, 

and that hne corresponds, first and foremost, to the d1stmct1on between prose and poetry 

On the other hand, because traditional nature poetry often lacks an exphc1tly 

narrative frame, and, as Patnck Murphy pomts out, contams an "I" that "1s generally 

identified as no more fictional than that of the naturahst essay" ("Women" 37), 1t often 

quahfies for ecocnt1c1sm' s pro3ect of "reading reahst texts reahst1cally" (Philhps 586) 

In add1t1on, some mamstream ecocnt1cs have tned to rescue less tractable poetry by 

argumg that its formal d1mens10ns, rather than its specific content, fulfill its m1met1c 

task That 1s, the poetic form itself, as a hnguistlc structure, reflects the workmgs of a 

healthy ecosystem In Wilham Rueckert' s p1oneenng ecocntlcal essay "Some Pnnc1ples 

ofEcocntlc1sm" (1978), he argues that 

The concept of the poem as stored energy frees one from a vanety of cntical 
tyranrues, most notably, perhaps, that of pure hermeneutics, the transformat10n of 
this stored energy duectly mto a set of coherent meamngs What a poem 1s 
saymg 1s probably always less important than what 1t 1s domg and how - m the 
deep sense - 1t coheres Properly understood, poems can be studied as models for 
energy flow, commumty bmldmg, and ecosystems (Glotfelty and Fromm 110) 

While Rueckert here mdirectly attacks later ecocnt1c1sm' s faith m literature' s ab1hty, 

through m1mes1s, to straightforwardly disclose "a set of coherent meamngs," he does so 

for a noble purpose - to appropnate more tem tory for the realist approach By sh1ftmg 
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the focus from content to form, at least m the case of poetry, Rueckert extends the 

domm1on of ecocntical m1met1c1sm to poetry that transgresses the generally reahst 

conventions of traditional nature poetry From a mamstream ecocntical perspective, 

then, while all nature poetry might be Judged msuffic1ently realist due to an mev1table 

preponderance of "figurative" rather than "literal" imagery, 1t 1s paradoxically redeemed 

because the operation of those figures 1s Judged to rm1tate the dynamics of 

mterconnect1on allegedly at work m a healthy ecosystem As nonfict10n nature wntmg 

contnbutes to ecological 1dent1ty poht1cs by its ostensible "uncovenng" of nature's true 

identity, nature poetry contributes by offenng a hngwst1c ecosystem, as 1t were, a model 

of words and rmages whose mteraction mrrrors that of the vanous mterdependent 

elements of nature 

But creative as mamstream ecocntic1sm can be m subsummg unhkely poetic 

approaches under the rubnc of realism, it tends to offer a genenc readmg of them, smce 

1t must focus on theu formal m1mes1s, to the exclusion of content It falls particularly 

short when faced With the poetry of Don McKay and Jone Graham Smee both poets 

wnte defirnt1vely non-traditional nature poetry, mamstream ecocnt1cism - supposmg It 

didn't simply denounce them, as Donovan does Wordsworth, for "killmg" and exploitmg 

nonhuman nature for theu own purposes - would be obliged to take the route of studymg 

theu poems as "models" for ecosystems But trus almost immediately proves a dead end, 

smce 1t addresses neither theu subJect matter ( often the nonhuman world), nor the impact 

of theu formal innovat10ns Seemg the poets' formal techruques as reflections of an 

ecosystem's physical mnovat10ns, its creative dlstnbut10n of energy, entuely misses the 

pomt McKay and Graham both exphcitly argue that the formal properties of the1r poetry 

produce a model/or human thmkmg rather than a model of the physical ecosystem It 

could be argued that this model for thinkmg IS m fact a deeply ecological one, although 
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not m radical ecological or mainstream ecocnt1cal terms McKay' s and Graham's poetry 

demands an alternative approach I hope, through my cnt1que of mamstream 

ecocntic1sm, to show how the context of an ecological poht1cs of perfonnat1v1ty 

h1ghhghts the political d1mens1ons of these poets' work 
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The Polltics of Radical Ecology 

Ecocnt1c1sm's commitment to hterary mimesis has been cntlcized as an agenda drawn 

from an ill-understood ecological science and a misunderstood ecological politics Dana 

Phillips (1999), for mstance, pomts out that mamstream ecocnt1c1sm can only defend its 

emphasis on environmental mimesis, through the champ1orung of nonfiction and literary 

realism, by wilfully 1gnonng both the declme of the ecosystem concept within the 

d1sc1plme of ecology1 and the fact that ecological politics can be undertaken only by 

environmental activists and workmg ecologists (580-82, 599nl0, 584) But while this 

assessment 1s at least superficially accurate, its problemat1zat10n of ecocnt1c1sm can be 

considerably deepened if it assumes more respect for, and so anticipates more 

complexity from, the cntic1sm Ecocnt1c1sm 1s not simply m1smformed In fact, its 

tendency to be neither comprehensive nor entuely accurate m its appropriations of green 

cnt1ques of modem mdustnal cap1tahst society masks the fact that 1t draws largely on 

one broad stram of ecological pohtics, the set of movements called radical ecology Like 

many of the other "new social movements,"2 radical ecologies often operate with a 

particular version of the modem pohtlcs of representat10n, known as identity pohtlcs 

Rather than bemg understood merely as naive missteps, ecocnt1cal appeals to the values 

of reahstlc representation can be seen to be consistent with the identity pohtlcs of radical 

ecology Makmg sense of the ecocnt1cal focus on mimesis reqmres, above all, a look at 

the pohtlcs of the ecology movement 

Like all social movements, the set of political programs grouped under the 

headmg "ecology movement" is umfied m neither its phtlosophlcal bases nor its pohtlcal 

strategies As Timothy Luke pomts out, ecology movements often begin as cntiques of 

various aspects of modermty and then expand to become cntlques of each other, as 

different groups accuse one other of remalillng too closely alhed with particular features 
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of modernity (xi-x11) For example, deep ecology anses as a cntique of "shallow" 

resource-management ecology ( itself at least somewhat cntlcal of modem mdustnal 

capitalism), and ism turn cnticized by ecofemmism for its mascuhrust bias The latest 

ecocnt1ques, to use Luke' s term, are those of a postmodern bent 3 These share an 

msistence that some anthropocentnsm 1s unav01dable m our dealings with the nonhuman 

world, smce all our knowledge and expenence of that world 1s mev1tably filtered through 

lmgmst1c and cultural practices, and thus 1s culturally and histoncally specific 

Postmodern cntics claim that the assumption, made m vanous ways by many ecological 

movements, that nonhuman nature may prescnbe human social orgamzation denves from 

the premise that we have unmed1ated access to that nature, particularly through science 

(mamstream ecology), but also through such means as mystical/psychological expenence 

( deep ecology) and, m many versions of ecofemirusm, "a common [female] expenence 

of oppress10n, mcludmg relat10ns to nature" (Sandilands 27) These cnt1cs see such 

assumptions, hke any arguments "from nature," as both epistemologically suspect and 

politically dangerous 

Popularly cast on the culture side of an oversimplified nature versus culture 

debate, postmodern approaches are often dismissed out-of-hand as mherently 

unecological For mstance, most summaries of the vanous forms of green pohtics ignore 

postmodern approaches altogether The maJor distmct10n, between radical and reform 

approaches to the contemporary environmental cnsis, leaves out the poss1bihty of a 

postmodern ecological poht1cs Two mfluential books which undertake the task of 

outhrung the field of green pohtics both focus on argumg for the supenonty of the 

radical "ecocentnc" posit10n over the reform one Andrew Dobson' s analysis (1990) 

divides ecological poht1cs mto two broad approaches a reformist "envuonrnentahsm," 

and a radical "ecologism " The first "would argue for a 'managenal' approach to 



14 

environmental problems, secure m the behefthat they can be solved Without fundamental 

changes m present values or patterns of production and consumption" (13), while the 

second sees the envuonmental cnsis as bespeak.mg the necessity of a fundamental re­

ordermg of social, pol1t1cal and economic structures - of overturrnng many of 

modernity' s central projects, m particular mdustnal cap1tahsm, and mechamst1c science 

and technology These approaches are, m turn, based on two different plulosoplucal 

pos1t10ns reformist envuonmentahsm makes the "mstrumentahst" and "anthropocentnc" 

argument that "human bemgs ought to care for the envuonment because 1t 1s m our 

mterest to do so" (19), radical ecolog1sm claims that "the enVIronment has an mtrms1c 

value that entitles 1t to existence regardless of the mterest of human bemgs" (19) 

Argumg m favour of the latter approach, Dobson overlooks the postmodern obJect10n 

that any pohttcs grounded m a behef m the mtrms1c value of the enVIronment Will 

necessanly succumb to at least a "weak" anthropocentnsm, smce 1t WIil always be 

human bemgs who contend over what best serves the mterests of "the earth " 

John Dryzek (1997) takes a somewhat different approach to orgamzmg the 

vanety of green programs On the basis of a "discourse approach" that compares the 

ways m which different envuonmental discourses apprehend the world, Dryzek orgaruzes 

ecological movements accordmg to whether thelf responses to the terms of mdustnahsm 

are radical or reform, prosaic or imaginative Radical responses diverge far more from 

the terms of mdustnahsm than do reforrmst ones, 1maginat1ve responses seek to redefine 

the pohtical-econom1c structure of mdustnal society, while prosaic ones work Withm that 

structure These two dimensions combme to produce four mam environmental 

discourses the reformist and prosaic discourse of environmental problem-solvzng, the 

reformist and 1maginat1ve discourse of sustamabtlzty, the radical and prosaic discourse of 

survzvalzsm, and the radical and 1magmative discourse of green rad1calzsm In terms of 



Dobson's scheme, reforrmst envuonmentahsm corresponds to environmental-problem­

solvmg and sustamab1hty, wlule radical ecologism corresponds pnmanly to Dryzek' s 

green rad1cahsm, although 1t also picks up elements of survivahsm But despite the 

subtlety 0f Dryzek' s diagram, 1t too omits postmodern ecologies 4 Although Dryzek' s 

own discourse approach and his concludmg suggestions for the development of an 

"ecological democracy" have much m common with postmodern approaches, Dryzek 

msists on keepmg the central issues of postmodern ecocntiques on the penphery of his 

analysis 5 
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Those issues appear m particularly sharp rehef m postmodern cntiques of some 

of the radical ecologies, those Dryzek gathers under the label "green rad1cahsm " 

Although these attacks are sometimes explicit, they are often imphc1t claimmg to take 

aim at envuonmentahsm generally, they actually target the premises of reahst radical 

ecologies Take, for example, the work of Wilham Cronon, editor of Uncommon Ground 

(1996), a controversial book of essays on environmentalism broadly mformed by the 

postmodern content10ns that "we can never know at first hand the world 'out there' - the 

'nature' we seek to understand and protect - but mstead must always encounter that 

world through the lens of our own ideas and 1magimngs" (25), and thus that 

"envuonmentahsm 1s as much a.cultural prospect as a 'natural ' one" (22) When Cronon 

comments that "popular concern about the enVIronment often implicitly appeals to a kmd 

of naive realism for its mtellectual foundation, more or less assummg that we can pretty 

easily recogmze nature when we see it and thereby make uncomplicated ch01ces between 

natural thmgs, which are good, and unnatural thmgs, which are bad" (25-26), he's 

refemng to a "popular" perspective mformed pnmanly by green rad1cahsm Certamly, 

postmodern cnt1ques find the technological, adm.Irustrat1ve and economic rat1onahsm 

associated With the Dryzek's reform approaches (environmental problem-solvmg, 
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sustamable development, and ecological modem1zat10n) troublmg But they are equally, 

1f not more, disturbed by the radical ecological premise that unmediated access to 

pnstme "nature" is not only possible, but a necessary foundation for all env1ronmentahst 

efforts In his essay, Cronon cntiques the idea of wilderness, an idea most closely 

associated with the green rad1cahsm of deep ecology He argues that 

the trouble With WIiderness 1s that it qmetly expresses and reproduces the very 
values its devotees seek to reJect The flight from history that is very nearly the 
core of Wilderness represents the false hope of an escape from respons1b1l 1ty, the 
11lus10n that we can somehow wipe clean the slate of our past and return to the 
tabula rasa that supposedly extsted before we began to leave our marks on the 
world (80) 

In the end, Cronon claims, the ideology of WIiderness as pnstme taken to its "logical 

extreme" leads to the proposition that "1f nature dies because we enter 1t, then the only 

way to save nature 1s to ktll ourselves" (83) At a less extreme level, Cronon sees the 

WIiderness/cuiture dualism set up by radical ecology as promotmg a transcendent 

category of "nature" whose protection 1s conceived of as "a crude conflict between the 

' human' and the 'nonhuman' -- or, more often, between those who value the nonhuman 

and those who do not Th.ts m turn tempts one to ignore crucial differences among 

humans and the complex cultural and hlstoncal reasons why different peoples may feel 

very differently about the meanmg of wtldemess" (85) 

Although Cronon' s essay 1s pnmanly concerned WI th htstoncizmg our modern 

notion of Wilderness, m domg so, 1t attacks the basic structure of green rad1cahsm' s 

pohtics - its underlymg demand that "the vmce of the earth" be heard That underlymg 

political structure 1s not urnque to green radicalism Like the other new social 

movements, radical ecologies often adopt a particular, and sometimes controversial, 

form of poht1cal logic, identity poht1cs, itself a version of the broader tradition of the 

poht1cs of representation To explicate the particular d1mens1ons of radical ecological 
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poht1cs requrres s1tuatmg 1t m the broader trad1t10ns of both mamstream representative 

poht1cs and identity poht1cs Insofar as they are identity poht1cs, radical ecologies 

mhent the political paradigm of moderruty representative democracy Thus, cnt1ques of 

radical ecology will dovetail with postmodern cntiques of both tradit10nal liberal 

democratic poht1cs m general and identity poht1cs m particular 

The Polltics of Representation 

Both the exphcat10n and the cnt1que of radical ecological poht1cs begm With the fact 

that, m general, the poht1cs of representat10n presumes 

a political subJect or identity (e g , will, oplillon, and agency) that eXIsts 
fundamentally mdependent of and pnor to the representative process, which at 
the same time 1s a process that has been predommantly viewed as an instrument -
an often abused instrument - m the service of this political subject (Seitz 4-5) 

Thts political paradigm 1s a decidedly modem, and Western, one Although the earliest 

institut10ns of poht1cal representat10n, such as advisory councils ofkmgs and popes 

which mcluded "persons sent from the vanous subd1vis10ns of the realm or church" 

(Pitkm, Representatwn 2-3), arose m Europe m the Middle Ages, these hardly embodied 

our contemporary sense of representative democratic mstitutions Gradually, however, as 

commoners began to attend the English Parliament regularly, and "to use the threat of 

refusmg consent to taxes as a lever agamst the bng, to force htm to consider their 

petit10ns and gnevances" (3), the idea arose that they spoke for the people agamst the 

kmg P1tkm observes that "the final steps toward the birth of our modem idea of 

representation, lmkmg the concept with agency and actmg for others, and lmkmg the 

mstltutlons with democracy and matters of nght, were taken m the seventeenth century" 

( 4 ), m England Theones of the relat10n between the representative and the poht1cal 

subject to be represented proliferated from the beginnmgs of the representative model 6 



What tended not to be questioned m these debates, except obliquely, was the 

ontologtcal and chronologtcal pnonty of the 1dent1ty to be represented Bnan Seitz 

pomts out that m almost all of the debates occurnng over the centunes, 

the eXIstence [ of the mdependent 1dent1ty to be represented] - mterests or will , 
etc , of the represented - 1s assumed to be somethmg pnor and semi-objective 
( e g , "natural"), somethmg gtven, somethmg that unobtrusively but clearly 
justifies or "grounds" representat10n, 1 e , which funct10ns as representation' s 
source and the source of its legttlmacy ( 121) 
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In fact, tlus premise may be seen as the very cond1t1on of the emergence of representative 

pohtics As Judith Butler suggests, "the preva1hng assumpt10n of the ontologtcal 

mtegnty of the subject before the law might be understood as the contemporary trace of 

the state of nature hypothesis, that foundat1onahst fable constitutive of the jUTidical 

structures of classical hberahsm" (Gender 5) In the state of nature hypothesis, as 

developed by both Hobbes and Rousseau, the subjects to be represented m pohtics are 

presocwl, precedmg the mythical social contract which 1rutiated the poht1cal realm and, 

to a certam extent, history This hypothetical foundmg model simultaneously creates and 

Justifies the hberal conception of the political subject m history While the poht1cal 

subjects of representation are understood to mhent the ongtnal social contract, and thus 

to be always already out of the state of nature and m that of culture and politics, theIT 

subjectivities (identity and mterests) are s1multaneously seen to precede the realm of 

orgamzed Jundical and admm1strative pohtlcs - to be prepolztzcal or, synonymously, pre­

representatn,e The "ontologtcal mtegnty before the law," or prepohtlcal nature, of 

the modem political subject 1s mextncably tied to the hypothesis that a presocial subject 

existed m the state of nature Whether the state of nature was seen as barbanc and the 

hfe of man "sohtary, poor, nasty, brutlsh, and short," as m Hobbes, or as prelapsanan, as 

m Rousseau, was of little importance for the theory of political representat10n, opposed 

as they were on other counts, Hobbes and Rousseau agreed that the subject m the state of 



nature was possessed of an mtegnty, based on his capacity for rat10nal chmce, that both 

preceded and 1rutiated the pohtical and/or social realm 
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One of the most important consequences ofthts paradigm, for my argument, 1s 

that "the problem of representation tends to be addressed as one of translation ( e g , 

'good' or 'bad' translation), of how to translate the ongmary poht1cal subject mto a 

consohdatmg, effective, true representative, or, more simply, how to get government ' to 

stand m the place of the people m order to accurately reflect or express society" (Seitz 

5) With this model, theones of political representation often find themselves "onented 

around something hke the problem of uruty/disumty or the dialectical conflict of 

1dentity/ahenat1on" (130) These theones continue to address the question of how best to 

achieve the umty or 1dent1ty of that which 1s represented with that which represents 1t 

But, as Seitz pomts out, this kmd of reasornng verges on the tautological, smce "m order 

for the poss1b1hty of poht1cal uruty offered by representat10n to exist - m order for there 

to be representation, whose alternative would seem to be conflict, possibly chaos - there 

must necessanly be a difference between the terms of representation" (123) So, 

representation 1mphes difference as its very condition of operation It 1s, however, a 

particular form of difference, one that gives the 1llus10n that 1t may be collapsed "1t 1s an 

mstrumental, mastered, luerarchtcal difference" wherem "the term that represents must 

remam subservient to the sovereign term, to that which JS represented" (123) It JS, then, 

a difference whose optimum form would be 1dentity Thus, th.ts political model 1s 

destmed to contmue the same unsolvable debate how to collapse a difference (between 

represented and representative) that 1t has bwlt mto the system If the exemplary 

representative 1s understood as a m1rror-tmage of the onginary sub3ect, and yet 

simultaneously as a mere mstrument of that subJect which remams both distmct from It 

and distmctly lesser than It, then a complete resolution to the problem of the optimal 
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relation between them seems unhkely 

For the most part, the new social movements mhent the aspects of 

representat10nal poht1cs I've Just outlmed At first, this claim may seem counter­

mtuit1ve Certamly, the denommat1on of these movements as "oppos1t1onal," 

"resistance," "hberat1on," or "emancipatory" poht1cal movements suggests that they 

contest the paradigms of modem liberal representative democracy But while these 

movements are highly cnt1cal of, and do mdeed break away from, the mamstream 

Western political tradition, they are often recaptured, to varymg degrees, by elements of 

its logic One might argue that this 1s simply a funct10n of the movements' mtemal 

diversity wtth each contammg such a range of subsets, of course there WIii be less 

radical groups under the banner of an overarchmg social movement hke fem1rusm or 

env1ronmentahsm that are fundamentally alhed wtth the mamstream But m fact the 

poht1cs of even the ostensibly most radical wtngs of the new social movements 1s closely 

mtertWined wtth the logic govermng the official Jund1cal and adm1rustrat1ve apparatus of 

the modem Western representative model 

Radical social movements generally see mamstream poht1cs as foreclosmg the 

express10n of 1dent1t1es7 that differ from traditional subJect of representative poht1cs - an 

identity that 1s human, white, male, heterosexual, and able Therr response 1s to struggle 

for the legit1mat10n of other 1dent1t1es this version of hberat10n pohtics, known as 

1dent1ty politics, mvolves "cla1mmg, legitimating and valumg identities commonly 

suppressed or devalued by mamstream culture" (Calhoun 15) As m mamstream 

representative poht1cs, however, this struggle takes for granted the mdependent 

prepoht1cal "natural" character of the 1dentities 1t presumes to both liberate and 

represent, a maneuver that d1sempowers even as 1t enables As Peter Qmgley notes m his 

essay "Rethmkmg Resistance Env1ronrnentahsrn, Literature, and Poststructural Theory," 



"1t 1s important to reca11 that the quaht1es associated with the [particular] suppressed 

v01ce are produced by the mampulatlons of the dommant structure" (Oelschlaeger, 

Postmodern 178) In add1t10n, Qmgley claims that resistance based on the mtegnty of 

prepoht1cal 1dent1tles "partakes of what 1t opposes" m a more general way 
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The pos1tmg and centenng of a umque and transcendent bemg that 1s lmked to a 
natural realm ts the structure employed by power systems, more 1mmed1ately, 1t 1s 
also the basis for a free market society The 11lus1on of a free and unencumbered 
md1v1dual 1s currently at the center of power The use of 1t as an 1magmed force 
of resistance demonstrates the degree of its dommance Proposmg a better 
metaphor, a better version of the free and unencumbered md1v1dual misses the 
pomt, to echo Rowe, this approach allows the forces of the dommant ideology to 
take cover withm the system of resistance ( 178-79) 

Clearly, Se1tz' s analysis ofrepresentat1ve politics shows that the startmg pomt of identity 

poht1cs, the claim that 1dent1ties have been suppressed, mamtams the tendency to 

consider the relat10n between the representative and the represented "pnmanly - almost 

exclusively - m terms of the identity of the representative" (Seitz 120) The crucial 

question m 1dent1ty pohtics 1s the same as the onentmg quest10n of representative politics 

m general whether or not the representative 1s assummg its m1rronng function The new 

social movements ' argument that representation has failed m modem liberal democracy 

doesn ' t automatically exclude them from that paradigm, the fact that their denunciation 

of that failure remams withm the trad1ttonal terms of the argument (that they contmue to 

assume that translat10n 1s a viable and worthwhile goal) 1mphes that they too often 

participate m Seitz' s model of politics onented around a "dialectical conflict of 

1dentity/ahenat1on " 

In fact, the emphasis on distortion of 1dent1t1es grounds identity politics very 

firmly m the trad1t1onal problematic of representative politics What 1s seen to precede 

d1stort1on 1s an ongmal that has been ill-served by current mechamsms of representation 

As these ongmal identities are recovered from a morass of lustoncally conditioned 
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The fact that recovered identity plays the role of both represented and 

representative m identity politics - that 1t 1s simultaneously sub1ect and mstrument of 

representat10n - explams the centrality of a parucular form of "consc1ousness-raismg" m 

that political model In order for the poles of the representational model to be collapsed, 

the members of an oppressed group must "reahze" withm thetr mdiv1dual selves a 

umversal essence ( or at least one uruversal to thetr group) In a sense, this kmd of 

consc10usness-ra1smg is the mass mtemahzation of an identity which 1s retrospectively 

cast as a spontaneous emergence of commonahty This, m turn, allows for the 

d1ssolut10n of the d1stmct10n between subJect and mstrument of representation If all 

mdiv1dual differences are supplementary to the basic structure of the group 1denttty, then 

the need for thetr reconc1hat10n m the representative, and thus the possib1hty of 

distortion m the representation process, disappears The problem of translation, as Seitz 

puts 1t, is solved by the assimilation, through consc1ousness-raismg, of the representative 

to the represented, or, equally, the represented to the representative 

Ecological Identity Pohtzcs 

Vanous sectors of the ecology movement have participated m different ways m the 

politics of representat10n Most straightforwardly, the species of ecological poht1cs that 

Dobson and Dryzek label "reformist" have worked pnmanly through mamstream 

representative pohtics as Dobson notes, "liberal-democratic politics and the spaces m 

which 1t allows one to act constitute the parameters for the maJonty of ecological 

political act10n" (132) Because reformist poht1cs accept the fundamental assumption of 

the politics of representation, that representative structures basically reflect the general 

mterests of the human population, they bebeve that the human concern for envuonmental 

degradation (premised on the assumption that 1t will ultimately have detnmental effects 
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on humans) will be reasonably faithfully murored by hberal-democrat1c poht1cal 

structures In reforrmst cucles, m other words, " It seems to be accepted that even tf a 

Green party 1s not elected to government then sufficient pressure can be brought to bear 

on the mcumbents to bnng about [the] sustamable society" (133) which constitutes 

reform environmentalism ' s pnmary (human-mstrumental) goal Radical ecologies, on 

the other hand, reJect hberal democratic representative politics as the pnmary avenue for 

change, argumg that because of its 1mbncat10n m mdustnal capltahsm, the system 

precludes the mclus10n of the mterests of nonhuman constituents But despite theu ant1-

mstrumentahst ms1stence on the inherent value of the nonhuman world, mdependent of 

human needs and wants, some radical ecologies, hke other social movements governed 

by identity poht1cs, remam within the problematic of representational poht1cs 8 My 

analysis will examme, m particular, the ways m which the identity poht1cs of deep 

ecology and some versions of ecofem1msm,9 trymg to do away with an mstrurnentahst 

view of the nonhuman world, fail to exceed political mstrumentahsm 

Although a relatively small movement, deep ecology 1s d1sproport10nately 

represented m the popular imagination Dryzek' s comment that "Sometimes the term 

deep ecology 1s used to descnbe radical envuonmentahsm m its entuety" (156) speaks to 

the fact that deep ecology's most dtstmctive and best-known feature - its emphasis on 

the mtegnty and mdependence of the identity of the nonhuman world10 - threads through 

the other radical ecologies This feature 1s captured m deep ecology' s two mam 

pnnc1ples self-reahzat1on and b1ocentnc, or ecocentnc, egahtanarusm As developed by 

the Norwegian eco-philosopher Ame Naess, deep ecology's self-reahzat10n constitutes 

the selfs wider 1dent1ficat10n with nature Dryzek summanzes Bill Devall and George 

Sess1ons' s explanation "Self-realization means identification with a larger orgaruc 'Self 

beyond the md1v1dual person, or 'self-m-Self, as they put 1t The idea 1s to cultivate a 



25 

deep consc10usness and awareness of orgamc uruty, of the hohst1c nature of the 

ecological webs m which every md!vidual is enmeshed Along these Imes, Warwick Fox 

( 1990) descnbes a ' transpersonal psychology', a psychological cond1t10n of 1dentificat10n 

and care for other bemgs, ecosystems, and nature m its entirety" (156) Biocentnc 

egahtanamsm, the valumg of all entities m the ecosphere as equal to one another, both as 

an ontological posit10n and a pohtical program, m turn, follows from the reahzat10n of 

Naess' s "ecological self " As Bill Devall explams, "As we discover our ecological self 

we wtllJoyfully defend and mteract with that with which we identrfy, and mstead of 

1mposmg envuonmental etlucs on people, we wtll naturally respect, love, honor, and 

protect that wluch is of our self' (104-05, my emphasis) 

In deep ecology's vers10n of identity politics, then, consc1ousness-ra1smg is a 

central element In order for humans not to act ( as m reformist pohtics) as mere 

representatives of a nonhuman realm figured m terms of its relation to human mterests, 

they are mstructed to recover theu pnmal 1dent1ty with 1t, and m domg so, to discover a 

prepohtical uruty between 1t and themselves The consc10us realization that, as Arne 

Naess says, "We may be said to be m, of and for Nature from our very beginnmg" ("Self­

Reahzat1on" 14) and that "we are part of what really ts" means that "The expanded, 

deepened self 1s not impersonal but transpersonal" (Devall 104) - that is, 1t encompasses 

both human and nonhuman reaht1es The mam premises of identity poht1cs are here met 

m spades the "natural" identity ofhumamty, suppressed by social and poht1cal structures 

(Devall claims that the culpnts are our "ngid social 1dent1t1es" [103]), 1s liberated 

through a consc10usness-ra1smg process, the distinction between represented and 

representative dissolves, as the "self-m-Self' plays both roles, the mstrumentahsm 

subtracted from our view of the nonhuman realm 1s paradoxically displaced onto a 

poltt1cal process m which "natural" identity becomes its own mstrument, as md!v1dual 
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act10ns reflect or mmor mterests of the ecological self, and thus the nonhuman realm at 

large Explammg the poht1cs of self-reahzation, Freya Mathews claims, "my 

identificat10n with the wider wholes of nature entails that I will defend them when they 

are under attack Conservat10n 1s m this way seen to be purely a matter of self-defense" 

("Conservat10n" 130) 

Timothy Luke's cntique ( 1997) of deep ecology as a pohtical philosophy 

particularly lughhghts the mechamcs of its entanglement m a problematic poht1cs of 

representat10n Luke pomts out that m order for humans to identify with the nonhuman 

realm, "Nature" must first be granted a mythical sub1ecttvity, such that its essence 

"would appear to be a proJect1on of an 1deahzed humaruty onto the natural world Nature 

1s 'humamzed' ma myth of subJect1v1ty to change human behaviour" (15) Far from 

recovenng the identity of Nature, "deep ecologists construct Nature as an active subJect 

that can teach people, 1f they cultivate theu mtu1t10n or mtrospect1ve consciousness, a 

special redemptive 'Earth Wisdom"' (11) The goal of collapsmg the gap imphcit m 

reformist ecological politics, between human representatives of the nonhuman realm and 

that realm itself ( a construction that 1s problematic enough m itself), must 

1mphcitly [assume] its own myth of man's fall Once upon a time or elsewhere m 
this world, 1t ts claimed, humaruty hved m a state of mnocence or grace But, 
now or here, due to human technological dommat10n over Nature, humamty 
mamly hves m a state of corruption or ahenatlon However, redemption 1s 
possible, m accord with the examples set by pnmal societies, by attammg correct 
moral conscwusness through mdIVIdual acts of will made imperative by the 
destruction ofNature (10, my emphasis) 

Consc1ousness-raismg will, deep ecology suggests, return us to the prelapsanan moment 

before representat10n of the earth' s (rather than our) mterests was necessary, because all 

things were m orgaruc accord The advent of technology, ahenatmg us from our 

"natural" 1dentit1es, 1mtiated the spht between represented and representative of 
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ecological politics, between earth and human Reformist ecologies are seen to fail 

because they buy mto the ahenat10n 1mphc1t m a representational model But deep 

ecology will save the earth by radicahzmg that model such that distortion or alienation 1s 

made 1mposs1ble Unfortunately, its efforts to do so are prennsed on the baste 

assumpt10n of the model itself, that stable 1dent1t1es ontologically precede theu 

expression m language and pohtics 

Luke's suggest10ns of the problems with an ecological 1dent1ty poht1cs are 

confirmed and explored m detail m Catnona Sandilands' s The Good-Natured Femmzst 

Ecofemzmsm and the Quest for Democracy (1999), which presents an especially 

thorough-gomg assessment of the shortcommgs of radical ecological identity pohtics and 

the poss1b1htes for a postmodern envuonmentahsm D1scussmg the concern that 

postmodermsm may derail envuonmentahst efforts, Wilham Cronon asks, 

Can our concern for the envuonment survive our reahzat1on that its authonty 
flows as much from human values as from anythmg m nature that might ground 
those values? And 1f the answer to that last question 1s yes - as surely 1t must be 
- then how can a more self-cntlcal understandmg of what we mean by nature 
enhance our efforts to protect the environment m ways that are both sustamable 
and humane? (25-26) 

Sandtlands' s book may be read as a response to the latter question But where Cronon' s 

tone 1s defensive, one of persuasion m the face of protest by convent10nal 

env1ronmentahsts, Sand1lands ts blunt She argues not so much that our concern for the 

environment can mdeed survive our realization that its authonty flows from human 

values, but that, paradoxically, its survival depends preczsely on that realzzatwn For 

Sandtlands, a defense of postmodern envuonmentahsm that pleads that our efforts to 

protect the envtronment are "enhanced" by "a more self-cntical understandmg of what 

we mean by nature" misses the pomt, she claims that those efforts reqwre that self­

cntical understandmg m order to be effective The convent10nal enVlronmentalist stance 
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( and particularly that of radical ecologies), which tends to take the 1dent1ty of nature as 

unproblematic, 1s ultimately inadequate to the environmental cns1s 

While Sandilands 1s concerned particularly with exammmg ecofemm1sm as a 

form of identity poht1cs, 11 most of her comments are applicable to some other radical 

ecologies The contention of some vers10ns of ecofemirnsm that women are the agent of 

environmental change due to "an uncreated and prepohtical natural identity that locates 

women and nature closer together" (Sandilands 71) can be seen as a vanation on the 

radical ecological theme that the earth will be best represented m the poht1cal sphere by 

collapsmg the gap between 1t and its human representative, through the recovery of a 

human prepohtical envuonmental identity (m deep ecological terms, the ecological self 

or self-m-Self) For the bulk of her cntique, Sand1lands presses mto service Ernesto 

Laclau and Chantal Mouffe' s analysis of Marxism m theu Hegemony and Socialist 

Strategy Toward a Radical Democrallc Politics (1985) She claims that Laclau and 

Mouffe read the history ofMaTXIst politics as a history of identity pohtics (although they 

don't use that term), as they trace the movement of class-based pohtlcs from an ideology 

of sc1ent1fic soc1ahsm to a democratic practice of hegemony m which the workmg class 

"transform[ s] itself mto the articulator of a multiphc1ty of antagomsms and demands 

stretchmg beyond itself' (Laclau and Mouffe 58) 12 

Sand1lands applies this analysis ofMamsm to the ecofem1mst movement, 

argumg that the desire that Laclau and Mouffe 1dent1fy m Marxism, for a poht1cal actor 

whose revolut10nary 1dent1ty precedes its s1gmficat10n and part1c1pat10n m poht1cs, 1s 

matched m "many ecofem1msts' tendency toward the use of natural 1dent1ty as a ground 

for ep1stemological pnVIlege and poht1cal legitu:nacy" (93) In its collapse of the poles 

of represented 1dent1ty and representative mstrument, this form of ecofemm1sm bespeaks 

the impulse for a naturahzat1on, and thus a stabihzat1on, of the poht1cal process 
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The desrre for a revolutionary gendered [ or classed or raced or ecological] subject 
1s an mtervention mto the messy world of empmcal gendered [ or classed or raced 
or ecological] people, socially organized m confl1ctmg ways through multiple and 
often oppressive social and pohtical relations The mterventlon, while 1t certamly 
collects and represents real and nonarb1trary power relations (Laclau and Mouffe 
call them nodal pomts ), creates a coherent collective actor - "woman" - that 1s 
necessanly re-s1gmfied as h1stoncal, as objectively given m social relat10ns and 
not at all a construction born of poht1cal deslfe The identity also represents more 
than itself, the movement m which 1t 1s orgamzed must negotiate between the 
specific and messy needs and mterests of the gendered actors who are understood 
to belong to the 1dent1ty, and 1t must fulfill the femm1st transformat1ve and 
utopian deslfe from which the 1dent1ty was born (39-40) 

Like Seitz, Sandilands pomts out that identity (Se1tz' s subject ofrepresentat1on) does not 

precede the process of its representation, 1t 1s rather "an achievement of poht1cal 

representat10n, but one that must mask its constructive traces m order to appear 

authentic" (29, my emphasis) Representation, m this readmg, 1s a field of conflict, 

rather than a moment of passive reflect10n It "mtervenes" m order to "create" a poht1cal 

subject which 1s simultaneously naturalized In both Se1tz' s and Sandilands' s analyses, 

the logic of representative poht1cs m general and 1dent1ty poht1cs m particular 1s 

reversed the identity ostensibly represented m the poht1cs 1s seen not to lillt1ate pohtical 

conflict (m the form of its mstrumental representative' s act10ns m the formal field of 

parliament m traditional representative politics, and m the form of mdiv1dual actions and 

group claims m social movement identity politics) but to be produced by poht1cal 

struggle itself 

Why, then, the contmued m1srecogmtion of identity as prepohtical? Sandtlands 

argues that "the m1srecogmt10n of [identity's] ongins bespeaks a process of lookmg 

beyond the social for solidity, beyond the political for a form of legit1macy and certamty 

to act as a guarantor of nghts or truths prev10usly demed" ( 45) She emphasizes Laclau 

and Mouffe' s argument that what 1s m fact embodied m the creation of 1dent1t1es 

"necessanly re-s1gmfied as hlstoncal, as objectively given m social relat10ns and not at 
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all a construct10n born of political deslfe" 1s a radically democratic impulse In the 

process of new collective identity formation, Sandilands notes, "Decision makmg and 

sense makmg are pluralized, collective demands are formulated m a broader array of 

social spaces, new identities mark alternative sources of strength and legitimacy to some 

extent outside ( or at least on the margins of) the reaches of dommant codes of meanmg" 

( 42) In a sense, the democratic moment of representative pohtics 1s here slufted m 

accordance With a re-figured view ofrepresentat10n Rather than s1grufymg the moment 

m wlu.ch the people are authonzed to vmce their concerns through a representative m a 

mutually agreed-upon forum, 1t now s1grufies the moment m which those concerns create 

the supposedly represented identity itself 

But despite their radically democratic moment, identity politics run up agamst 

thetr hm1t, for "msofar as identity 1s seen to be based on a difference whose ongins 

reside outside the pohtical world of its antagorustic construction, that difference Will be 

exclusive" ( 4 7) If the subversive potential of the creation of identity constitutes identity 

pohtlcs's democratic impulse, identity as an end m itself constitutes its defensive and 

exclusionary thrust, and the death of pohtical struggle proper 

Although 1t represents a democratizmg moment, poht1cal 1dent1ty tends to view 
itself as ongmating outside processes of democratic representation 1t must be 
portrayed as "an mfrasocia] and natural force" 1f 1t 1s to have meanmg For 
fem1rusm (and especially ecofemllllsm), the charge of essentiahsm has cast a 
s1gruficant shadow over its democratic theonzmg for precisely this reason As 
Tourame notes, identity is not mstrumental, yet 1s used mstrumentally, m the 
process of poht1c1zmg 1dent1ty, the pohttcs must be put m parentheses so as to 
appear to reveal the ongms of the struggle m some orgaruzation of concrete 
"bemg" ( 43) 

Sandi lands observes that radical ecologies m general share femllllsm' s and 

ecofemm1sm's failures to convert the democratic moment imphc1t m theJI politics, for 

"the radical ecological proJect of creating or dtscovenng an 1dentlty for nature 1s both the 
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apex of the democratic desue of 1dent1ty politics and 1ts final hm1f' (76) The hm1ts of 

1dent1ty poht1cs, m fact, become particularly clear m the struggles, especially of deep 

ecology, to locate the "authentic" presocial v01ce of nature In a more obvious way than 

femm1sm's and ecofem1rusm's category of "woman," deep ecology's reahzation of 

ecocentnsm, a knowledge of the essence of the nonhuman world, cannot escape bemg 

fictional, for 

It can never be a presoc1al nature that speaks m a democratic forum The nature 
that we may find m ecological searches for a subJect 1s always a construction of 
that Other from the pomt at which we appear to ourselves as natural or natured, 
not nature itself, findmg the subject of envuonmentahsm 1s always a project of 
language, of the Symbohc order, of creatmg images of likeness m the context of a 
structure that emphasizes certam elements definmg s1m1lanty What we may find 
m our quest ts a permanently social product apprehended through a certam filter 
defirung some elements as representmg nature to ourselves This 1s not to say 
that the rest of the world does not exist except as a human construct It does 
suggest that members of the human species cannot know nature except through, 
and m the context of, specifically human social and natural relat10ns (88) 

Ultimately, Sandilands suggests, the 1dent1ty poht1cs ofrad1cal ecologies become 

1rrespons1ble, msofar as discourses posmg as natural, but created as part of a poht1cal 

struggle, "carry important 1mphcat10ns for the prescnbed relat10ns between humans and 

nonhuman nature" (77-78) 

An Ecological Politics of Perf ormativity 

How, then, might we begm to conceive a post-1dent1tanan ecological pohtics? As 

Sandtlands shows, the theonzat10n of such a poht1cs must begin from the premise that, m 

Se1tz's words, "representation was never stmple rephcat10n Creation embedded m 

confl 1ct 1s what representation 1s about It 1s creat10n not jUSt of a ' form ' but, 

stmultaneously, of a 'content' , of both representative and represented" (163-64, my 

emphasis) Sandilands herself suggests as a theoretical base Laclau and Mouffe' s radical 
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democracy, a "poht1cs based on the art1culat1on of democratic subject pos1t10ns rather 

than on an a pnon empmcal subject" (89) These theonsts ' Lacaman v1s1on of the 

subject, Sand.Ilands pomts out, as "the pomt of failure of subject1vat10n" (89), leads them 

away from a politics of representation Theu radical democracy 

shifts the basis of pohtics away from a quest for a speakmg subject, a bearer of 
revolutionary consc10usness, toward an understandmg that this subject cannot 
possibly e.x1st and that social change 1s based on trus 1mposs1b1hty, an mherent 
self-hm1t This recogmt1on means that pohtical actors cannot rely on a speakmg 
subject to produce a new truth, be 1t a truth of nature or one emanatmg from any 
particular set of expenences, but must mstead shoulder the respons1b1hty for 
constitutmg a society that validates plurahty as permanently unfixed and that 
recogmzes amb1gmty (92) 

While Sandllands descnbes m some detail Laclau and Mouffe' s v1s10n of a democratic 

pohtics (particularly m the second and fourth chapters of her book), I would hke to look 

bnefly at two other theonsts m whose work she finds resources for an ecological poht1cs 

consonant with radical democracy, Judith Butler and Hannah Arendt 

Sand1lands raises Judith Butler's theory of gender performat1V1ty m her chapter 

on the poht1cs of coalition Notmg that, from Laclau and Mouffe' s perspective, the 

process of lmkage and art1culat1on of mterests that occurs m coaht10n politics "has the 

effect of temporanly fixmg the 1dentit1es of the actors thus made eqwvalent" (98), she 

suggests that ecological poht1cs reqmres "a transgressive or 1roruc parody of its own 

subject pos1t1on" m order to resist "the desrre toward the remscnpt1on of a sohd 1dent1ty" 

(99) This transgressive element would, m turn, transform a somber pohtics of 

representat10n mto a pohtics of performatIVIty m which the 1dentities and categones 

necessanly mvoked are never re1fied as Sandilands puts 1t, "the pomt 1s not to forget the 

gap [between the subject pos1t10n and the 1mposs1ble subject] m order to do poht1cs but 

to widen 1t as a poht1cal act , thereby exposmg the mtemal hm1t of representat10n" 

(106) 
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Judith Butler's understanding of gender identity as a senes of performative acts 

governed by a ngid regulatory code (the matnx of compulsory heterosexuahty) offers for 

Sand1lands "a mode of poht1cal attachment most suited to th1s sort of [ eqmvalent1al and 

partial] discursive production" of identities ( 108) In Gender Trouble ( 1990), Butler 

argues, agamst a metaphysics of substance, that "There 1s no gender identity behmd 

express10ns of gender, that identity is performat1vely constituted by the very 

' expressions' that are said to be its results" (33) Rather than bemg a biological or 

cultural given, "Gender is the repeated styhzahon of the body, a set of repeated acts 

withm a highly ngid regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance 

of substance, of a natural sort of bemg" ( 43) The fact that gender thus understood 

occurs as "corporeahzat1on of time," rather than as a "ground" m space, m turn, opens 

poss1bihties for subversion Butler claims that "The possibihties of gender 

transformat10n are to be found precisely m the poss1bihty of a fatlure to repeat, a de­

fonmty, or a parodic repetition that exposes the phantasmatlc effect of abiding identity as 

a politically tenuous construct10n" (179) Sandtlands endorses this parod1c repet1t10n, 

which Butler claims is exemplified by the practice of drag, as a valuable resource for a 

poht1cs that would remam aware of the radical contmgency of any posit10n taken on 

behalf of "the earth " Such a practice perm1ts a prohferatton of alternate 1dent1ties while 

simultaneously remmdmg us of the pervasive const1tut1ve power of regulatory social 

frameworks because we cannot step outside them, "The task 1s not whether to repeat, but 

how to repeat" (Butler 189) 

Butler explicitly addresses the contrast between identity pohttcs and the post-

1denhtanan poht1cs to which her work pomts m the conclusion of Gender Trouble She 

claims that where identity pohncs associates pohncal agency with the stable prepoht1cal 

subJect, assummg "that an identity must first be m place m order for poht1cal mterests to 
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be elaborated and, subsequently, poht1cal act10n to be taken" (181 ), her analysis posits 

that agency 1s "located withm the poss1b1hty of vanation on that repetit10n [that creates 

the gendered subject] If the rules govemmg s1gruficat10n not only restnct, but enable the 

assert10n of alternative domams of cultural mtelhgib1hty, then it 1s only w1thm the 

practices of repetitive sigrufymg that a subversion of 1dent1ty becomes possible" (185, 

her emphasis) In contrast to a politics of representation, "understood as a set of 

practices denved from the alleged mterests that belong to a set of ready-made subjects," 

Butler' s politics of performat1v1ty "establishes as pohttcal the very terms through whtch 

1dent1ty ts articulated" ( 189) As such, 1t adds much to an ecological pohtlcs seekmg to 

responsibly examme the complex relat1onshtps between humans and the nonhuman 

world, to deconstruct the ways m whtch "the envuonment" 1s made culturally 

mtelhgible 13 

Sandilands finds equally valuable Hannah Arendt' s discuss1on of the 

performat1ve aspect of poht1cs Although, as Sand1lands 1s qmck to note, Arendt' s 

performativ1ty cannot be conflated with Butler's, the two may be seen as somewhat 

complementary, smce both suggest "the need for politics as a space to begin, not to 

suture, 1dent1ties" ( 161) 14 Whtie Arendt' s lilStstence on the necessity for people to shed 

theu "pnvate" mterests and 1dent1t1es upon entry mto the "public sphere" constituted by 

the specifically human "action" of debate 1s, from Laclau and Mouffe' s and Butler' s 

pos1t1ons, an unposs1ble, even dangerous, demand, 1t also suggests the product10n, rather 

than the expression, of 1dentit1es as the basis of pohtics For Arendt, "action IS 

charactenzed by its ab1hty to transcend the meVItab1hty or predtctab1hty of any other 

[naturahzed] human act1v1ty, 1t 1s uruque m that It 1s a new beginnmg, a collective 

mtervent1on where the outcome IS not known m advance and where the actor 1s 

undetermmed In other words, thts public realm IS performative" (159) Pohtics, m 
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representative politics of "translation" 1s predicated 
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Arendt 1s also mvoked as a gu1dmg figure m Douglas Torgerson' s d1scuss10n 

(1999) of ecological politics Like Sandilands, Torgerson quahfies lus use of Arendt, 

takmg advantage of 1he elements m her work tha1 counter a pohtlcs of representation 

Although Torgerson doesn' t explicitly discuss the poht1cs of representation as 

problematic, he situates himself clearly m opposition to 1t m lus reJect10n of 

mstrumentahsm m pohtics He notes at the openmg of his book an irony I've already 

mentioned, that "Even though a key element of the green cnt1que of modem culture 1s to 

reJect mstrumentahsm as a preva1hng onentation, desperate green concerns markedly 

remforce an mstrumentahst concept10n of poh1Ics" (x) One of Torgerson's mam aims is 

to suggest an alternative to "a view of political action as [merely] strategic, as an 

mstrument, a means to an end" ( 14) Arendt' s "pubhc sphere," the forum for 

performative debate, offers such an alternative Although, as Torgerson notes, "the very 

idea of a performat1ve green politics valued for its own sake seems bizarre - vutually a 

contradiction m terms, a derual of all that makes green poht1cs important" ( 154 ), wtthout 

1t the other two mstrumental aspects of poht1cs which he outlmes, the funct10nal and the 

constitutive, become less pohllcs, understood as debate (Seitz' s "creation embedded m 

conflict"), than social management prone to authontanarusm Indeed, one of the mam 

cntic1sms of deep ecology has been its propensity towards potentially totahtanan (not to 

ment10n misanthropic) solutions to the envrronmental cns1s Torgerson argues that a 

"green pubhc sphere" mformed by Arendt's understandmg of the necessity of the 

performat1ve aspect of poht1cs may exceed the mstrumentahst approach to poht1cs that 

marks both reform and radical ecology movements "The openness needed for debate 

could m pnnc1ple be dnven out of a green movement - or even out of a green community 
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- but not out of a green pubhc sphere" (158) 

Torgerson also lmks an open-ended performative pohtics to the irreverence of 

specifically comic performances m which "mstrumentahsm 1s often attenuated, at least 

momentanly displaced by a Joy of performance" (155) Wlnle I'll discuss Torgerson' s 

view of comedy m more detail m relation to the poetry of Don McKay, I wish to here 

note a convergence wtth Butler' s discussion of comedy m relation to practices of 

subversive repetition Butler notes that because the normative gender positions offered 

by heterosexuahty are impossible to embody, and so are shown, through the failure to 

repeat perfectly, to be contmgent, heterosexuality is revealed as "an mev1table comedy" 

(155) The parodic repetition that Butler suggests as pohtical action remmds us that 

heterosexuality is "both a compulsory system and an mtrms1c comedy, a constant parody 

of itself' ( 155) The repetition encourages a laughter which, she says, "emerges m the 

realization that all along the ongmal was denved" (176) Torgerson sees Arendt1an 

performative pohtics as comic for similar reasons If "Debate is a language game that, to 

be played well, cannot simply be mstrumentahzed for the services 1t can render but must 

also be played for its own sake" (155), laughter emerges m the reahzation that the 

performance doesn' t aim to translate a final answer, but to contmue highhghtmg the 

contmgency of whatever new ground we "discover " 15 
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Radical Ecology and Ecocriticism 

As I mentioned m the mtroduction, mamstream ecocnt1c1sm's two most stnkmg aspects 

are its assertions that 1t constitutes a form of envuonmental act1v1sm and its commitment 

to ach1evmg m1mes1s through literary texts While much cntlcal attention, both positive 

and negative, has been lavished on the latter feature of ecocnt1c1sm, httle has been paid 

to the former, or to the relationship between the two aspects, a relat1onshtp which 

explams the strongly normative thrust of much ecocnt1cal practice Certamly, 

ecocnt1c1sm's emphasis on the political dimensions of hterary cnt1c1sm, its basic 

contention that cultural production and cntic1sm are pohtically neutral m neither 

motivation nor effect, 1s not controversial Its pohtlcal thrust becomes problematic, 

however, when some ecocnt1cs begm to trace a normative ecocnt1cal practice to a 

generahzed ecological pohtics, claimmg that theu cnt1cal focus on a set of techruques 

and modes clustered around literary m1mes1s is the "natural" outcome of theu 

commitments to ecological politics In fact, the cntical practice of mamstream 

ecocnticism results from allegiance not to a vaguely descnbed urufied and utopian (and 

non-existent) "envuonmental movement," but to certam trends m the particular subset of 

green poht1cs analyzed m the previous chapter radical ecology Much of mamstream 

ecocntical doctrme may be traced to the ecological identity poht1cs that often surfaces m 

radical ecologies 

Identity Politics and the Concept of Mimesis 

Literary m1mes1s, the concept with which ecocnt1c1sm 1s so enamoured, has a long and 

complex history m Western culture Although ecocntlcs hke Lawrence Buell tend to 

mvoke 1t as though 1t s1grnfies a unified approach towards literature as expressive of 

reahty, standmg m opposition to poststructurahst views of literature as productive of 



38 

reality, m fact the concept 1s both far more ambiguous and vanously-defined than this 

contrast suggests The concept of hterary mnnes1s not only permits the apparent 

contrad1ct10ns to be found m ecocnt1c1sm itself (the mam one bemg the conflict between 

its view of literature as a neutral mstrument and as a didactic force), but also becomes a 

key idea m poststructurahst theones of literature Ecocnt1c1sm ' s vers10n ofhterary 

m1mes1s, however, 1s shaped by the mfluence of ecological identity pohtlcs such that 1t 

draws together several of the theones of m1mes1s that have evolved over the centunes m 

order to argue for an envuonmental m1mes1s that effects pohtlcal change 

Denotmg 1m1tat10n, representat10n, or portrayal, the concept of m1mes1s has 

h1stoncally assumed a number of different gmses At first glance, ecocnt1c1sm seems to 

draw most heavily on early Enlightenment theones of art as the 1m1tat10n of nature As 

Gunter Gebauer and Chnstoph Wulf explam m theu rustory of the concept of mimesis 

(1992), this vers10n of m1mes1s reacted agamstthe bmdmg of literature by "the 

combmat1onal schemata of rhetonc and its descnpttve conventions," proposmg that 

authors should no longer say "what one 1s obliged to sa) about specific natural obJects, 

but denve their descnpttve expressions from the objects themselves" (155) The 

feas1b1hty of such an approach was premised on a correspondence or s1m1htude theory of 

reference which assumed that "a correspondence pertams between trungs external to 

observat10n and trungs mternal to the observer the objects of external reality correspond 

to specific representations m the mmd of the observer, wruch, m tum, make reference to 

the objects The truth of observat10n hes m the possible correspondence between the 

world ex1stmg outside the mdJv1dual and the ideas evoked by the exammat1on of that 

world" (156) 

This model of m1mes1s shares the basic structure of the politics of representation 

The subject of literary representation, the empmcal world "ex1stmg outside the 
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mdividual," is translated mto text by means of correspondmg mental representat10ns m 

the same way that the subject of political representation 1s translated by a rmrronng 

representative Literary and political m1mes1s are both understood as "a neutral 

reproduction, a copy of the world" ( 157) by means of either language or a political 

representative, both of which are seen, m turn, as mstrumental This structural 

resemblance, however, 1s not enough to cement ecocnt1c1sm' s commitment to the 

literary m1mes1s of the natural world As we've seen, 1dent1ty politics rad1cahzes 

representational politics such that the distmction between subject and mstrument of 

representation 1s dissolved m poht1cal subjects beanng a umversal identity Similarly, 

ecocnttc1sm radicalizes an Enlightenment understandmg of mimesis such that literary 

express10ns of "the objects themselves" are understood to present not merely the 

particular obJects of observation, but also the essence of nature itself Subjects readmg 

such a purely expressive text, m turn, are put m drrect contact with that essence, discover 

(through a s1mil1tude theory of reference) thetr own identity with nature, and the goal of 

ecological 1dent1ty politics - the representat10n of the earth through poht1cal subjects 

1dent1fied with it - is achieved 

In a sense, this version of mimesis mames Enhghtenment correspondence theory 

with elements of the Platomc and Anstotehan views of m1mes1s Both Plato and 

Anstotle suggest that mtmes1s functions not merely to imitate the empmcal world, but to 

give access to a more "real" reality Plato sees a philosophical m1mes1s as prov1dmg 

access to the realm of Ideas from which empmcal "phenomenal" reality, itself a "fallen" 

1m1tat1on, 1s denved Although his belief that "the ideas and images are not copies, 

rather, they stand as mentally constructed images of something [1 e , truth] to which 1t 1s 

assumed they are similar" (36, Gebauer and Wulfs emphasis) suggests that he views 

m1mes1s as productive, rather than expressive, of reahty, m fact for Plato the ideal 
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m1mes1s 1s still pnmanly representational the m1mes1s of philosophy seeks some kmd of 

expression, through approxtmatlon, of the reality of the eternal Ideas S1mtlarly, 

Anstotle ' s view that "m1mes1s producesfictzon" (Gebauer and Wulfs emphasis) msofar 

as "The poet creates somethmg that preV1ously did not extst and for which there are no 

avatlable models" (55) doesn' t mean ms theory of m1mes1s isn' t pnmanly an expressive 

one The fict10n created by m1mes1s refers to a hyperreahty which "preVIously did not 

exist" (55) m the sense that uruversal essences and truths do not exist m naked form m 

the empmcal world Anstotle' s contrast between poetic wntmg and the wntmg of 

history 1s based on precisely th.ts d1stmct10n between partiality and uruversahty 

The Platomc and Anstotehan emphasis on express1v1ty combmed with 

uruversahty 1s closely lmked to the structure of ecological 1dent1ty politics While radical 

ecology' s (and ecocntic1sm' s) emphasis on the "real" world as the "natural envuonment 

as empmcal reality" (Buell, Environmental Jmagmallon 21) might seem at odds with 

Plato' s v1s1on of the phenomenal world as itself mimetic, m fact the two views are m 

accord msofar as radical ecology simply conflates Plato's "real" world of forms with his 

phenomenal world of objects, and apphes h.ts valuation of the m1mes1s achieved by 

philosophy ( a m1mes1s which accesses truth, or the core of bemg) to the representation 

achieved by identity politics Artistic representation, to which Plato objected on the basis 

of the argument that artists will , m the1r focus on the phenomenal bemg of things, 

overlook "the breach between model and image" (44) (a breach wh.tch must remam 

mtact m order for them to see the phenomenal world itself as separated from the world of 

Ideas), becomes, m turn, a powerful political force Once the radical ecologies replace 

Plato' s realm of Ideas as the ground of reality with an empmcal ecosystem1c object 

world, and assume a correspondence theory of reference, the tendency of aesthetic 

m1mes1s to elide the gap between reahty and m1met1c image becomes a strength It 
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provides precisely the approx1mat10n of, and thus access to, the "real" world that Plato' s 

philosophical munes1s sought Followmg on this logic, ecocnt1c1sm praises a literary 

m1mes1s which, m a twist on both Platomc and Anstotehan m1mes1s, extracts from 

Plato' s phenomenal world the hyperreahty of a uruversal natural identity 

The Green Rad,caltsm of Mainstream Ecocrit1cism 

The ecocntical allegiance to radical ecology 1s perhaps most easily seen m the 

mamstream ecocnt1cal commitment to "consc1ousness-ra1smg," a commitment closely 

connected to the push for envtronmental m1mes1s The didactic and normative thrust 

evmced by the call for consc10usness-ra1smg, through literature, may be understood to 

echo Plato' s understandmg of the relationship between pedagogy and m1mes1s Insofar 

as m1mes1s m the social realm 1s "the 1m1tatwn of role models, whereby the goal 1s to 

become hke the models" (Gebauer and Wulf 34), Plato believed that the literary m1mes1s 

to which people were exposed must be severely scrut1ruzed Only those representations 

which were responsible to the needs of the state were to be permitted Followmg 

ecological identity politics' s precept of a representation m which particular political 

subjects become the bearers of a uruversal natural 1dent1ty, itself contamed m the 

concrete particulars of the natural world, ecocnticism too seeks to hmtt the scope of 

literary mimesis to those works which provtde precise and accurate imitations of features 

of nonhuman nature From this perspective, Plato' s 1s the more honest normat1v1ty, smce 

he makes 1t clear that the basts for decision as to what constitutes appropnate mimetic 

matenal ts "subject to control m the ideal state, a state based on an ethical pnnciple 

denved from the collective goals of the commumty" (35) Ecocnt1c1sm' s 

prescnpt1veness, on the other hand, clauns to denve from none other than the ongmal 

( and onginary) of all mimesis, the nonhuman world itself 
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Calls for ecocnt1c1sm as consc1ousness-ra1smg may be fauly mnocuous Richard 

Kemdge, for mstance, claims that " An ecologically focused cntic1sm is a worthy 

enterpnse pnmanly because 1t directs our attention to matters about which we need to be 

thmkmg Consc1ousness-raismg 1s its most important task For how can we solve our 

environmental problems unless we start thinkmg about them?" (XXIv) So far so good 

But such a straightforward statement often shdes mto one that, while ostensibly Just as 

forthnght, m fact onents the consc10usness-raismg process ma particular, moralized, 

way In "Revalwng Nature Toward an Ecological Cnt1c1sm" (1990), for mstance, Glen 

A Love hails ecocnt1cism as essential to the development of an "eco-consc10usness," a 

consc10usness-raismg process far more specific than Kemdge' s ecocntical mandate of 

"thinkmg about envuonmental problems " Where Kemdge leaves the poss1b1lit1es for 

ecocntical practice fauly open ( at least m the statement quoted above), Love shuts them 

down The achievement of "eco-consc10usness" depends on a much more prescnbed 

stance towards the nonhuman world than Kemdge' s mere attention to 1t 

In his essay, Love argues that while trad1t1onal pastoral literature would seem to 

be enVIronmentally-fnendly, smce it turns its gaze on the nonhuman world, 1t ts m fact 

anti-ecological because "the terms by which pastoral ' s contrastive worlds [ of society and 

nature] are defined do, from an ecological VIewpomt, distort the true essence of each" 

( Glotfelty and Fromm 231 ) What ts requrred is a literature that transmits, rather than 

distorts, those "true essences " Love claims that Western Amencan literature fits that 

bill, prov1dmg us with "some appropnate versions of new pastoral" (231 ) Because th1s 

literature tends to dramatize "The tug of eco-consciousness as a corrective to ego­

consc1ousness" (233), Love declares 1t ecologically sound Although he never says so 

duectly, his analysis 1s gwded by the prennse that literature m wruch the nonhuman 

world "asserts its greater s1gmficance to the mam character, despite the mtrus1on of 
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societal values and obhgat1ons" (235) - that 1s, literature wluch models the recovery of 

humamty's "natural" 1dent1ty, its "true essence"as a part of "nature" - 1s the only kmd 

that adequately responds to "ecological catastrophe" (266) Ecocnt1c1sm' s mandate 1s to 

engage and promote those texts that help us to sufficiently "outgrow our notion that 

human bemgs are so special that the earth exists for our comfort and disposal alone" 

(229), texts that raise our consc10usness of "natural" identity 

As I've said, those texts are ones wluch enact an environmental m1mes1s, m 

which the phenomenal world of empmcal reality yields a uruversal natural identity, 

which m turn provides a model for the human recovery of that identity Ecocntic1sm 

follows radical ecology m dependmg on the view of mimesis as expressive of some 

ontologically pnor, or "lugher," reality A more poststructurahst approach to literature 

follows the postmodern pohttcal problemattzatlon of the mdependence of the represented 

term, focusmg on how literature cond1ttons, articulates, and so, ma sense, "creates" the 

so-called represented - not as an pseudo-Anstotehan m1mes1s creates a lugher truth "that 

prev10usly did not exist," but as categones of 1dent1ty forged through conflict "create" 

the ostensibly prepoht1cal subjects of poht1cs Ecocntic1sm confines 1tselfto seekmg the 

best means of (literary) translation for a prepoht1cal Nature seen to precede the process 

of representation lromcally, cons1denng ecocntictsm' s emphasis on pohttcal actzv1sm, 

one of the outcomes of this strategy 1s that 1t assumes, and so constructs, a fauly passive 

reader Mamstream ecocntic1sm' s ideal reader 1s not the active susp1c1ous reader of 

many postmodern cnt1c1sms, but a kmd of sop whose mere exposure to trad1t10nal nature 

wntmg' s depiction of both the natural world and the md1v1dual ' s revelatory engagement 

with 1t effects the political mtervention of recovenng natural 1dent1ty 

But the ecocnttcal ahgnment, through the ideal of environmental mimesis, wtth 

radical ecology doesn' t have to be contrasted only wtth a poststructurahst cnticism 
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connected to a post-identitanan pohtics, it can also be contrasted with the kmd of 

cnticism, underdeveloped as yet, 1 that might ahgn itself with a reform ecology For 

mstance, a green reformist position might easily argue that Patnck Murphy's foundmg 

ecocntlcal move - of gettmg nonfiction nature wntlng onto course syllabi and mto the 

hterary canon (Farther 5-6)- is an envuonmentally md.Ifferent achievement, smce that 

literature' s depiction of idealized mteract10ns WJth nonhuman nature (and Love's 

Western Amencan pastoral still falls mto this category, despite hts distmgu1shing it from 

the Arcadian pastoral) is more hkely to lead to nostalgia for a prelapsanan agranarusm, 

or to the wilderness mythology of deep ecology, than to constructive rethmkmg of 

relat10ns with nonhuman nature ma (post)mdustnal age From a reform perspective, m 

which the mstrumentahsm of representative politics is accepted rather than radicalized 

and mystified, the achtevement of an identity of/with "nature" 1s of httle advantage 

Literature is liberated from the constramts of consc10usness-raismg, at least the identity 

politics version of that activity It may mstead carry out a vanety of approaches, more 

and less mimetic, whose value hes m its imagimng of a broad spectrum of responses to, 

and possibilities for, human relationships with the nonhuman world Cunously enough, 

the reform posit10n here finds itself alhed with the poststructurahst one, msofar as both 

lack mamstream ecocnticism's mterest m dehrmtmg the scope of ecologically 

"appropnate" literature 

Lawrence Buell's Environmental Mimesis 

Mamstream ecocntic1sm has established measures of appropnateness m two broad areas 

of hterary analysts the domams of genre and style For much of this cntictsm, the genre 

of nonfiction and the style of literary reahsm compnse the mam cond1t10ns to which 

nature-onented literature (those texts that either have nonhuman nature itself as a 
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subject, character, or major component of the settmg, or deal pnmanly with human­

nonhuman interaction [Murphy, Farther l]) must conform m order to be considered truly 

part of the "ecological" effort Taken together, these cond1t10ns create an 

"environmental m1mes1s" supposed, as we've seen, to contnbute to an ecological identity 

politics M) roam exrub1t for this argument wtll be Lawrence Buell ' s The Environmental 

Imagmatwn Thoreau, Nature Wntmg, and the Formatwn of Amencan Culture (1995) 2 

Hailed as "a standard work on the subject, and a p10neenng example of what 1s bemg 

called ' ecocntic1sm'" (Panru 52), Euell ' s book 1s, as yet, the most ambitious self­

conscious attempt to outlme and defend the theoretical underpmrungs of the body of 

work that I've termed "mamstream ecocntlc1sm " 

Despite appearances, the vexed issue of ecological politics 1s not absent from The 

Environmental Jmagmatwn In fact, its shadowy form presides over much of the 

d1scuss10n, particularly the sections exphcatmg Buell' s rationale for promotmg particular 

genres and styles as more ecological than others Appropnately, considenng mamstream 

ecocnt1c1sm's tendency to pose as a nonpartisan and all-encompassmg mouthpiece for 

"the v01ce of the earth," the question of ecological pohttcs ts addressed most specifically 

m the book' s footnotes If Buell reveals his polttical allegiances m his very first 

paragraph, with his adrmssion that he is purswng "the consequences for literary 

scholarship and mdeed for humamst1c thought m general of attemptmg to imagine a 

more ' ecocentnc' way of bemg" ( 1 ), he saves a descnpt1on of ecocentnsm as a pohtical 

position for the footnotes (425nl) There he both glosses the term and refers to some 

h1stoncal studies of "ecologism" as a pohttcal force, however, by his ehs1on of its 

relat10nship to other forms of ecological pohtlcs, he fail s to truly contextualize 1t From 

Buell ' s version, one receives a sense of neither the v1tnol with which proponents of nval 

ecological camps contend nor the cogent cnt1c1sms to which the "ecocentnsm" of the 
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radical ecologies has been subJected 

Return.mg to the mam text, Buell follows his first vague political reference with 

an even more oblique one, as he claims that "environmental cns1s mvolves a cns1s of the 

1magmation the amelioration of which depends on findmg better ways of 1magmg nature 

and humanity' s relation to 1t" (2) As 1s often the case with Buell, the specific 

d1mens10ns of these "better ways" aren't commurucated directly m the text The 

footnote appended to this comment goes some way towards clanfymg what Buell 

env1s1ons as an improved unage of the human/nonhuman relation In 1t Buell claims that 

he 1s mterested m the 

eclectic purswt of the idea that a remvent10n of v1s1on and values 1s the key to 
envuonmental am eh oration ( or failure) My own arguments do not denve from 
any one school or model of ecocentnc thinkmg Some would consider my 
emphasis on envuonmental cns1s as a cns1s of "v1s1on" or "attitude" a version of 
"deep ecology" but I see my approach rather as broadly humamst and eclectic, 
and I shall not for the most part classify the literature I discuss m terms of 
categories taken from this or that branch of environmental studies, 
"conservat1orust" or "preservatlorust," for example ( 426n2) 

But Buell 's ms1stence on his "eclecticism" 1s behed by his comment m the precedmg 

sentence, that his arguments "do not denve from any one school or model of ecocentnc 

thmkmg" (my emphasis) Agam he ehdes the distinction between an ecocentnc 

approach m particular, and ecological politics, or env1ronmentahsm, m general 

Env1ronmentahsm 1s ass1rmlated to ecocentnsm 3 Followmg this logic, Buell sees his 

approach as nonpartisan, smce he doesn't ahgn himself with a particular strand of 

ecocentnsm, say, for mstance, Dryzek's b10regionahsm or cultural ecofemlllsm or even, 

as Buell himself ms1sts, deep ecology He thus falsely portrays himself as representmg 

the environmental pos1t10n m general 

Euell' s arguments for the value of envrronmental m1mes1s confirm his obhque 

adm1ss10ns that he 1s, m fact, committed to the 1dent1ty pohtics of radical ecology His 
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operung question, "Must literature always lead us away from the physical world and 

never back to 1t?" ( 11 ), expresses m its broadest terms the concern of a literary cntic1sm 

mformed by 1dent1ty politics that pohtical subjects be brought mto direct contact with 

the 1dent1ty reqwnng representation That contact is necessary pnmanly because it is 

understood to mspue a "bondmg" between the natural world (the subJect of poht1cal 

representat10n) and a reader who will , through that identification process, become its 

representative Against the current "emphasis on disJunct10n between text and world" 

(84), Buell argues that nonfiction and hterary reahsm may produce a mimesis that will 

promote readers ' discovery of theu own natural identities 

Buell ' s commitment to a pohtics of representat10n appears perhaps most clearly 

m his ms1stence on a bedrock "nature," what he calls the "natural envuonment as 

empmcal reahty" (21 ) Although he argues that there are "several filters through which 

hterature sifts the environments 1t purports to represent" (84 ), begmmng with "the human 

sensory apparatus itself' and extendmg through vanous "ideological" lens, he appears to 

mamtam the idea of an "pure" environment precedmg representat10n, an ontologically 

pnor entity which suffers subsequent distortion For mstance, he claims that "nature has 

been doubly othenzed m modern thought The natural environment as empmcal reality 

has been made to subserve human mterests, and one of these mterests has been to make 1t 

serve as a symbolic remforcement of the subservience of disempowered groups 

nonwhites, women, and children" (21) If "our reconstruct10ns of environment cannot be 

other than skewed and partial" (84), they are still grounded ma pnor entity, the ab1dmg 

"empmcal reahty" to which we may be more or less attuned Buell' s goal - "to extncate 

oneself from these [ideological] biases, to amve at a more ecocentnc state ofthinkmg 

than western culture now sustams, without fallmg mto other biases hke environmental 

racism" (21 ) - is fundamentally ecological identity politics' s goal of the recovenng the 
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1dent1ty of the earth 

In perhaps the most theoretically sigmficant chapter of his book, "Representmg 

the Envuonment," Buell argues that an envuonmental nonfict10n aspmng to 

envuonmental mimesis constitutes a healthy response to the environmental cns1s He 

begms with an extended cnt1que of current cnt1cal "d1scred1tmg of realism as an 

attempted transparency" (87), cla1mmg that hterary cntic1sm has been fixated on a 

"fict10nahsf' readmg of texts which "margmahze[s] literature's referential d1mens1on by 

pnv1legmg structure, text(uahty), ideology, or some other conceptual matrix that defines 

the space discourse occupies apart from factical ' reaht)' "' (86), allowing even nonfict10n 

to be "subsumed by poes1s, textuahty, ideology, the unconscious" (92) Buell argues for 

reversmg this cnt1cal movement, such that both nonfiction and fict10n are read with "the 

recuperation of natural obJects and the relationship between outer and mner landscapes 

as pnmary projects" (88) This would constitute a "nonfict10nahst" readmg, which 

presupposes that the persona' s most d1stmgwshed trait is environmental 
proficiency - not the profess10nal scientist's command of data and theory but a 
workmg knowledge of someone more knowledgeable than we, who seeks to 
commumcate what he or she knows m a shareable form It presupposes that the 
person' s chief rhetoncal resource 1s exposition, that the metaphoncal and tonal 
and meditative comphcat10ns ennchmg expos1t10n cannot be d1stmgu1shed as the 
sole or even chief ways m which the text becomes artful, that the text' s outer 
mimetic function ts as important as its mtertextual d1mens1on, and that its 
selectivity is an mstrument for promoting knowledge rather than suppressmg it 
(96-97) 

This "knowledge" that envuonmental nonfiction is charged with transmittmg has, for 

Buell, deep poht1cal s1gmficance Buell concurs with nmeteenth century wnters John 

Burroughs and John Ruskm that "the potency of the envrronmental text consists not Just 

m the reader's transact10n with 1t, but also m reanimatmg and red1rectmg the reader' s 

transactions with nature" (97) Buell further descnbes the "transaction" effected by 

environmental mimesis as "put[tmg] the reader or viewer m touch with the environment" 
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(97), developmg what he repeatedly calls "responsiveness" to the nonhuman world 

Specifically, th.ts responsiveness 1s developed when the artist fulfills the m1mettc task of 

"estabhsh[mg] a counterpomt between mner and outer landscapes" such that readers find 

the objective world "reahzed" (110) through thelf 1denttficatton WJth 1t Buell makes the 

pomt that mimesis serves the development of an ecological identity m no uncertam 

terms numes1s enacts "the project of evokmg the natural world through verbal surrogates 

and thereby attemptmg to bond the reader to the world" (102) Hts claim that "the 

attenuation of m1mes1s m1ght threaten nature itself' ( 103) makes sense only m the 

context of a radical ecological pohtics seekmg depictions which Will awaken the 

ecological identity of poht1cal subjects so that for them, as for Freya Matthews, 

envtronmental conservat10n becomes "purely a matter of self-defense " 

In the second part of the book, Buell discusses "a senes of 1magmat1ve structures 

m terms of which responsiveness to the natural environment has been cogently expressed 

m western and more especially Amencan wntmg" (145) Hts argument for the 

importance of hterary mimesis moves mto the background, as he identifies, among other 

things, plot structures (of both fictional and nonfictional works) which promote a radical 

ec0Jog1cal vision of the merging of the human and natural realms He argues that both 

hterature which cnttques the legitimacy of human assertion, ach1evmg an "aesthetics of 

relmqmshment," and hterature which ascnbes "somethmg hke human subjectiveness to 

the nonhuman world" are "earners or agents of ecocentncity" (145) In a sense, these 

two modes are complementary The first disperses the human subject mto nonhuman 

nature, as 1t calls mto question the "1llus1on of mental and even bodily apartness from 

one' s envuonment" (144) and so "opens up the poss1b1hty of a more ecocentnc state of 

bemg than most of us have dreamed of' ( 145) Buell claims that through its 1llustrat10n 

of "the effect of environmental consc10usness on the perce1vmg self' (179), this 
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literature of relmqmshment tends to show the equality of all bemgs The second kmd of 

hterature, which constructs "nature' s personhood" ( 180), completes tlus task by both 

humblmg the human observer and reconstructmg human consc10usness such that he or 

she feels a deep sense of "the ne1ghbourlmess of nature" (211) Buell attempts to 

reconctle the contrad1ct1on between hts earlier promot10n of a m1mes1s of empmcal 

nature and hts support for the ascnpt10n of subJectiv1ty to ilie nonhuman by notmg that 

"The rhetonc of nature' s personhood speaks merely to the nommal level , what counts 1s 

the underlying ethtcal onentat10n 1mphed by the tropmg" (217) 

Although th1s Justificat10n itself seems to precipitate, rather than to forestall , the 

unravelmg ofBuell ' s argument for mimesis - on what basts do we determme when a text 

"speaks merely to the nommal" and when 1t achieves true mimesis? - the rhetoncal 

persornfication of nature and the goal of envuonmental m1mes1s may comfortably 

coexist m the context of ecological identity poht1cs As we've seen, ecocnt1cism's 

promotion of literary m1mes1s 1s based on the assumpt10n that 1t fosters a social m1mes1s 

whereby humans identify Wlth the universalized natural 1dent1ty transmitted through the 

text (Buell ' s "bondmg") If the literary persornfication of elements of the natural world 

mobilizes that same m1met1c "responsiveness," then 1t too may enter the canon of literary 

practices approved by ecocnt1c1sm 

Critiques of Mainstream Ecocrztlcism 

Cnt1cs of mamstream ecocnticism have so far tended to overlook the connection 

between what they 1dent1fy as its obJect10nable features and radical ecological poht1cs 

In domg so, they fail to make an argument agamst that species of ecocnt1c1sm that might 

be genmnely persuasive to its pract1t1oners, as well as genmnely productive of an 

alternative, yet still politically grounded, ecocntic1sm To take two tmportant cases, 



51 

Dana Plulhps and Patnck Murphy have both offered valuable cnt1ques of mamstream 

ecocnttc1sm' s hterary mandate, yet have also both overlooked the question of ecological 

poht1cs, ascnbmg ecocnt1c1sm' s mandate to its d1shke of theory (Ph1lhps), and to its 

parhc1pat1on ma sexist cultural context (Murphy) Instead oflookmg at ecocntic1sm as 

fulfillmg the pos1t1ve task of part1c1patmg ma particular vers10n of the ecology 

movement, Plulhps reads mamstream ecocntic1sm as cons1stmg mamly of the negative 

task of denouncmg theory In a related vem, Murphy sees ecocntic1sm' s foci as 

passively reflectmg the norms of a patnarchal Western culture While this argument has 

its ments, 1t deflects attent10n from the particular ecological politics with wluch 

mamstream ecocnt1c1sm 1s allied, m favour of an analysis of sexism m ecocnttcism, 

suggestmg that ecocnt1c1sm may be "cleaned up" simply be addmg women to the mix of 

literature and envtronment Neither Plulhps nor Murphy exammes the connection 

between mamstream ecocnt1c1sm 's normative claims and the ecological poht1cs that 1t 

cites as its fundamental motivation and authonty 

Despite much excellent analysis, m readmg ecocnt1c1sm as a backlash agamst 

(mamly postmodern and poststructurahst) theory, Phillips fails to address the positive 

appeal of ecocnt1cism, and so cannot make an argument compellmg to the ecocnttcs 

whose work he discusses Plulhps's claim that "many ecocnt1cs have elected to spend 

the1r efforts to date m addressmg the issues raised for them by thetr disgruntlement with 

theory and celebratmg a spunously conceived 'ecology' beanng httle resemblance to the 

science that goes by that name" (582) suggests that ecocnt1cal focus on ecology and the 

envuonment 1s almost mc1dental - 1t 1s simply a forum for ventmg thetr 1mtat10n with 

the current emphasis on theory m hterary studies This suggest10n simply doesn' t stand 

up Wrnle "disgruntlement with theory'' may be an important feature of much 

ecocnticism, 1t nevertheless should be seen as a secondary response, logically following 



from, rather than precedmg, the attempt to engage pohtically with envuonmental 

struggles 
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Phillips takes the fact that ecocntics' ecology often "[bears] httle resemblance to 

the science that goes by that name" as evidence that the ecology movement 1s for 

ecocntics an empty contamer, functiomng as a s1gmfier for the shortcommgs of theory 

In fact, 1f we trunk of the ecocnt1cal project as pnmanly a pos1t1ve poht1cal task - as an 

attempt to participate m ecological identity pohtics - ecocntics' use of a "spunously 

conceived ' ecology"' makes perfect sense Ecology 1s mdeed somethtng of an empty 

contamer, m the same way that the identities of all identity politics movements -

Woman, the proletanat, Blacks - are empty contamers msofar as they are filled with an 

essentiahzed umversal identity that often "[bears] httle resemblance" to any particular 

( embodied) subject This 1s certamly problematic, but not for the reasons 1mphed by 

Phtlhps The emptmess of the sigmfier "ecology" m ecocnticism is symptomatic not of 

its construction as an adversary of theory, but of the hm1tat10ns of the ecological 1dent1ty 

pohtics m wluch mamstream ecocnticism participates 

S1m1larly, while Phtlhps is nght to cnt1c1ze Lawrence Euell ' s focus on literary 

reahsm, his cnticisms do not respond to the root of that focus, its hnkage to a particular 

pohtics 4 Agam he cnticizes effects of the linkage ecocnt1c1sm' s naivete msofar as 1t 

seeks m hterary realism "deliverance from the constramts of culture", the fact that a 

focus on reahsm 1mphes "the possible rrrelevance of [literary cnt1cs' ] profess10nal 

behavior" (585), and the tendency for cntic1sm to become "referee work" (586), the fact 

that literary realism's development as a "metropolitan" form suggests that reahst 

environmental literature must become "a IIllddlebrow literature of nature mformed only 

by middle-class values, and too much contemporary nature wntmg 1s already hke that" 

(587) Philhps's conclusion 1s that ecocntlc1sm, as it has been practiced, is 
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philosoph1cally naive and bad for literature While this observation is vahd, Ph1lhps' s 

argument 1s unhkely to convert any ecocntics to a more sophisticated practice Phillips 

closes his essay with a convmcmg attempt at an alternative, non-realist, ecocnt1cism 

Unfortunately, because he hasn' t explicitly addressed the hm1tat1ons of the pohttcs 

underlymg the ecocnttcal emphasis on realism, he can't suggest an alternative poht1cs to 

which his alternative ecocntical practice might contnbute He thus leaves himself open 

to the ecocnt1cal charge that his analysis doesn' t meet ecocnt1c1sm's basic demand for 

poht1cal engagement or resistance 

Patnck Murphy' s analysts 1rut1ally appears to succeed where Phtlhps' falls short 

Murphy's application of an "ecofem1rust cnt1que" to the premises of mamstream 

ecocntic1sm, m his Nature, Literature, and Other ( 1995), seems to md1cate an 

engagement with its political foundat10ns Unfortunately, Murphy skirts the issue of 

ecological poht1cs, confinmg himself to the broader argument that mamstream 

ecocnt1c1sm 1s "cod1fymg a patnarchal defimt10n of nature wntmg" (35) Be that as 1t 

may, 1t 1s s1mu1taneously cod1fymg somethmg more problematic - an 1dentltanan 

defimtton of nature wntmg that 1s tacitly lmked to the cosmologies and strategies of 

ecological 1dent1ty pohttcs But Murphy doesn' t acknowledge that the mere mfluence of 

(eco)femm1sm m general 1s not enough to overcome ecocnt1c1sm's tendency toward 

prescnpt1veness Murphy m fact does break this mold m hts cntlc1sm, but his work 1s 

weakened by the fact that he tends to rrus1denttfy his cnt1cal maneuvers, as he grounds 

his approach m ecoferrurusm rather than postmoderrusm 

Murphy argues that the ecocnt1cal emphases on nonfict10n, the essay, and prose 

are based on the mascu11rust assumption of the author's "alienation from the obJect of 

attention and ahenat10n within the authonal subJect" (31 ) He contrasts the "encoder­

code-decoder mode of commurucahon" from whtch thts assumption denves with a more 



femmme "Bakht1ruan utterance-based conception of part1c1patory discourse" (34 ), 

suggestmg that the "prescnpt1ve closmg down of the geme [ of nature wntmg] 1s 

structured m such a way that 1t excludes the ms1ghts and challenges of ferrumsm to the 

ways m which knowledge and narratives are constructed" (34) Murphy argues that so 

long as ecocnt1cs remam entrapped m a masculme model of ahenat1on from nonhuman 

nature, nature wntmg will act as an ecologically regressive force 
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Havmg posited human ahenat10n from the rest of nature as the fundamental non-
1dent1ty ( m the form of a loss), the nature wntmg codifiers appear bent on 
denymg any other fonns of otherness They deny also the relat10n between such 
otherness and determmmg ways of negot1atmg the mterarumatmg non-identity of 
humaruty/nature and the potential for transgred1ence that such mterarumatlon 
provides, preferrmg lamentat10ns of the loss of identity or paeans to moments of 
transcendence (34) 

What Murphy doesn't address 1s the "mascuhrust" model ' s connect10n to some 

forms of radical ecology While the premise of ahenat10n from the natural world seems, 

at first glance, at odds with ecological identity politics' s proJect of recovenng natural 

1dent1ty, m fact 1t provides the very precondit10n of those politics' s operation That is, 

much radical ecological politics reqmres the shonng up of a prediscursive identity for the 

nonhuman world As David Mazel shows m his study of "Amencan literary 

env1ronrnentahsm," "the fundamental non-identity (m the form of a loss)" ism fact what 

guarantees the existence of a stable pre-lmgmstlc Nature, the wilderness "as mtrms1c and 

pred1scursive, an ongmal mscnption whose legibihty 1s pnor to and uncorrupted by any 

cultural markmg" (60) Mazel makes this pomt m reference to the trope of the killmg of 

natural entities as a perverse kmd of preservation "masmuch as destroymg a target 

imphes the prev10us existence of that target, shootmg powerfully reifies the notion of a 

prediscursive body" (64), but 1t applies equally to the radical ecological narrative of 

pnmary loss, the expuls10n from Eden For the wnters Murphy targets, masmuch 



mvokmg ahenat1on from nature 1mphes the previous existence of that nature, 1t 

powerfully re1fies the notion of a pred1scurs1ve body of nature 
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Unlike Phtlhps' s cnt1que, Murphy' s 1s grounded m politics he argues that 

mamstream ecocnttc1sm 1s shaped by patnarchal norms, and puts forth the poht1cs of 

ecofemm1sm, combmed with Bakht1ruan dtalogics, as an alternative startmg pomt for 

ecocnttc1sm But this analysis falls short msofar as Murphy fails to see how an 

ecofem1rust cnt1c1sm might become equally prescnpt1ve 5 Normat1v1ty, essentrnhsm and 

exclus1v1ty are not tendencies unique to patnarchy, but a function of 1dent1ty poht1cs m 

general An ecofemtrusm based on identity poht1cs 1s equally prone to a normattv1ty 

based on the assumption that women have a pnvtleged perspective on human/nonhuman 

relations The fact that Murphy' s own analysts tends to be reasonably open doesn't 

prove the adequacy of an ecocnt1c1sm mformed by femtrusm what makes Murphy's 

alternative ecocnt1c1sm viable 1s not so much his use of fem1mst and ecofem1mst 

perspectives, as the fact that they become a condmt for postmodern ms1ghts about the 

dangers of assummg the givenness of a particular vers10n of "nature " Murphy's own 

work tacitly suggests that mainstream ecocnttc1sm 1s hm1ted by its conumtments to 

1dent1ty pohtics, the "ecofemimsm" that he claims will provide an alternative startmg 

point 1s a particular form of that movement, one which 1s emphatically not aligned with 

1dent1ty poht1cs 6 

Murphy comes closer to acknowledging this m his more recent Farther Afield m 

the Study of Nature-Onented Literature (2000), which includes a chapter on 

ecofemtmsm and postmodermsm Here Murphy argues for an ecofem1msm informed by 

the postmodern cnt1que of essent1ahsm as the basts for an mclus1ve ecocnt1cal practice 

Because such an ecofem1msm 1s "highly dtalogical through its eschewing of ungrounded 

untversal truth claims and master narratives, and because 1t calls for mcludtng as many 
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speakmg subjects as possible m pos1tmg the truth of any s1tuat10n and determmmg a 

healthy and sustamable duectlon for human-nature ecoregional mteractton" (91 ), 1t 

suggests a hterary cnt1c1sm that would also be open to mynad genres and styles, 

emphas1zmg the processes by wluch a nuanced vanety of pos1t10ns m the ecological 

debate are staked ou1, rather than hm1tmg its scope to those deemed "appropnate" to the 

recovery of natural 1dent1ty 

Un-grounding Ecocritlczsm 

In the context of my analysts, the evocat10n of SlavoJ Zizek' s Lacaman take on the 

environmental cns1s m the mtroduct10n to the Bnt1sh ecocntical anthology Wrztmg the 

Environment (1998) 1s promismg A theonst ofLacan, Zizek 1s far from a proponent of a 

hberat1on poht1cs based on essential group identity Hts comments on the environmental 

cns1s cited by Kemdge7 are made maid of populanzmg Lacan' s vtew of the subject as a 

lmgmst1cally produced entity, eternally lackmg a given identity Richard Kemdge' s 

citation of this analysis as a means of mtroducmg ecocnttc1sm would seem to suggest an 

ecocnt1cism that has come to terms with the Lacaman not10n that representat10n - that 

which produces the subJect, that of politics, that of literature - 1s always madequate to 

the real, and thus 1s freed from the stnctures of hterary reahsm Tlus kmd of 

ecocntic1sm could also be loosely lmked to a post-1dentltanan environmental movement, 

one comm1t1ed to Z1zek' s Lacaman subJectivtty and thus to some vers10n of the 

postmodern politics he endorses Here, perhaps, 1s an ecocntic1sm that, at least m its 

broadest outlmes, responds to Ph1lhps' s and Murphy's calls to go beyond advocatmg a 

return to realism 

But m fact Kemdge misreads Zliek' s comments, appropnatmg them for a view 

of ecocnticism much hke the one Plulhps decnes Z1zek' s 1s not an analysis compatible 



with the latter, much less a foundation or premise for 1t In the work cited by Kemdge, 

Z1zek follows a survey of psychological react10ns to the envuonmental cns1s with the 

argument that m order to engage the reality of 1t, we must remam attentive 
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to the 1rreduc1ble gap separatmg the real from its modes of symbolization The 
only proper attitude 1s that which fully assumes this gap without endeavounng 
to suspend 1t through fettshtstic disavowal, to keep 1t concealed through obsessive 
activtty, or to reduce the gap between the real and the symbolic by proJectmg a 
(symbolic) message mto the real (qtd m Kemdge 3) 

Kemdge contmues, ' By ' the real ', Z1:zek means that which defies, and 1s not contamed 

by, representation It is a ' non-symbohc kernel that makes a sudden appearance m the 

symbolic order, m the form of traumatic "returns" and "answers"' The real 1s that which 

disrupts representat10n" (3) The environmental cns1s 1s of the real order, and so defies 

the symbolic Z1zek' s caution that "The only proper attitude is that which fully assumes 

this gap" warns us agamst hterahzmg not only those narratives that mm1m1ze and/or 

anthropomorphize the non-human world, but also those that take the opposite tack, 

narratmg the natural world "as 1t ts" m order to prescnbe social orgamzat10n which will 

be envuonmentally sound ParadoXIcally, for Z1zek, "engaging the reality of the cns1s" 

means above all acceptmg the fact that we can only deal with 1t m a prov1s1onal fashion -

somethmg very different from not bemg able to deal with 1t at all - smce our act10ns 

must depend on representat10ns which, no matter how "environmentally correct" we 

understand them to be, will be mescapably social and termmally susceptible to 

mterrupt1on by "the real " 

Kemdge, however, uses Z1zek' s comments as the basis for a defirutton of 

ecocnt1c1sm at odds with Z1zek' s argument He seems to mterpret the warmng agamst 

collapsmg the gap between the symbolic and the real as only apphcable m cases where 

the representations neglect the "real, maten al ecological cns1s" (4) Representat10ns 

which dramatize that cns1s, on the other hand, are exempt from Z1zek' s caution - mdeed, 
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they' re praised as environmentally responsible Kemdge claims that 

Often, literature, especially narrative, 1s regarded as the cultural space reserved 
for the "personal" v1ewpomt, as opposed to an impersonal or highly mformed 
one This notlon of the personal tends to exclude the large-scale perspectives, 
political generahties, narrative time-scales and sc1ent1fic vocabulanes used m the 
envHonmental debate So the challenge environmentalism poses to hterature 1s 
this show how 1t feels, here and now Dramatize the occurrence of large events 
m mchVIdual hves Make contact between the public and the personal, m 
accordance with the Green maxim "Tlunk globally, act locally " (6) 

Kemdge misreads Z1zek' s argument, seemg 1t as outlinmg "good" and "bad" forms of 

representat10n For Kemdge, assummg the gap between the symbolic and the real 

doesn' t mean, as 1t does for Z1zek, hvmg with consc10usness that the real will never be 

identical to any of its modes of symbohzat1on, 1t means representmg "an impersonal or 

highly mformed" v1ewpomt charactenzed by " large-scale perspectives, political 

generalities, narrative time-scales and scientific vocabulanes," rather than the 

"'personal' VIewpomt" supposedly promulgated m most narratives Kemdge thus stakes 

out a moral high ground for those literary representat10ns that conform most closely to 

"the real" as non-symbolic kernel, erroneously castmg Z1zek as a proponent of 

environmental m1mes1s m literature Kemdge seeks an envuonmental hterature wluch, 

because of its ostensible mcorporatwn of the real mto the symbolic, would embody 

Z1zek' s "proper attitude " From Z1zek' s perspective, however, this attitude 1s patently 

improper, marufestmg Just the psychological tendency ms remarks warned agamst - that 

of concealmg the gap between the real and the symbohc 

A5 we've seen, a poht1cs of performatlVIty 1s one response to Z1zek' s mandate 

An ecocnt1c1sm consonant with such a pohtics, however, ts m its mfancy Alternative 

cnt1cal models have come mamly from the field of cultural studies, where such theonsts 

as Andrew Ross and Donna Haraway8 warn against usmg an ecological cntlque to mstate 

a new orthodoxy of "natural law" rather than to examme the complex social, pohtical, 



and lmgmst1c structurmg of our relat10ns with the nonhuman world The most notable 

example of dissident literary ecocnt1c1sm yet, David Mazel ' s Amen can Literary 

Env,ronmentallsm (2000), 1s a convmcmg attempt at the latter 
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Mazel frames ms analyses of a senes of Amencan texts, mcludmg the National 

Park Service' s "mterpretat1ons," two seventeenth century colorual texts, and James 

Femmore Cooper' s The Last of the Mahicans, with a discussion of recent debates 

surroundmg "the problematics of nature and the cultural pohtlcs of envuonmentahsm" 

(xm) S1tuatmg hnnself on the postmodern side of the debate, Mazel mvokes Judith 

Butler' s cnt1que of "sex" as "the poht1cally md1spensable ground for fem1rusm" (xiv), 

and says that ms ecocntlcism understands environmental discourse as Butler understands 

gender, "as a set of performed relations between ' nature' and ' culture' (or ' civI11zat10n') 

Witmn which 1s constituted the 'we' of an ' env1ronmentahzed' subJectlv1ty" (xvi) Like 

Butler, he sees such an mterpretive move as altermg, rather than foreclosmg, the 

possibilities for poht1cal action "Agency and resistance m tms formulation reside most 

fundamentally m the way people revise and retell the nation' s envuonmental narratives" 

(xvn) 

Indeed, Butler' s work suggests understandmg texts as mimetic m a completely 

different way than ecocnt1c1sm has Rather than prov1dmg an 1m1tat1on of the 

prediscursive body of nature, they "nnme" the practices that make that body culturally 

mtelhgible They repeat the codes that regulate our understandmg of the nonhuman m 

ways that may both reinforce and subvert the ways that we construct ourselves m relation 

to "nature " Literature understood thus is productive rather than expressive of what we 

understand as the natural world It Joms a pohtlcs of performatlvity m seemg identities, 

m this case those mvoked by texts, as proVIs10nal, mcomplete, defined not m terms of an 

impossible "onginal," Zizek' s non-symbolic kernel, but m terms of each other An 
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ecocnt1c1sm informed by a poht1cs of performat1v1ty would be able to carry out the 

mandate I quoted at the beginrung of the introduction, of being useful for exam1rung any 

text concerned with the nonhuman realm, rather than narrowing the scope of ecologically 

acceptable literature to that which provides an environmental m1mes1s meant to awaken 

a pred1scurs1ve natural 1dent1ty Specifically, 1t offers a framework for analyzing the 

non-traditional nature poetry of Don McKay and Jone Graham as profoundly ecological 
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Don McKay's Comic Anthropocentrism 

While ecocnt1c1sm has yet to tum its gaze on Canad1an Don McKay' s self-designated 

"nature poetry," the results of such a cnt1cal endeavour may well be eenly predicted ma 

social realist review of McKay' s second book of poetry, Long Sault (1975) 1 A sequence 

of poems med1tatmg on the dammmg of the Long Sault rapids near McKay' s hometown 

of Cornwall, Ontano, Long Sault 1magmes the rapids as, among other thmgs, a sen es of 

characters - one moment, they are a woman who "gets too mt1mate, too fast" (136), the 

next, a boxer m "challenge bout" with Maalox (152) In ms review, Dale Williams 

dendes Long Sault as "a book of fantasy" and claims that the "d1screpanc1es between 

McKay' s v1s1on [of the histoncal event of the dammmg] and local history, whether 1t be 

written or oral" (22) condemn the book to failure If the tone and content ofWilhams' s 

review predict the hkely response of contemporary ecocnt1c1sm, Stan Dragland's review 

of the same book, written m response to W1lliams' s, predicts that of the poststructurally­

mclmed cnt1cs of ecocntlc1sm Defendmg McKay's poem as, among other things, a 

med1tat10n on "words and what they can do for good or 111, and how they may either 

support or stand m the way of identity" (28), Dragland argues that 

The pragmatic matenahst reahty-m-what-we-touch world out of which Defoe 
made Crusoe 1s still the dommant reality of our time, as for example reflected on 
TV and m much popular fict10n And some people wtth cntlcal asp1rat1ons 
have got [sic] stuck m the groove of reahsm So reahsm becomes 
mterchangeable wtth reality and wntmg 1s condemned as false or unbelievable 
(fantasy, m W1lhams' review, becomes a pejorative word) 1f 1t doesn' t make a 
world easily 1dent1fied wtth Our ordmary selves; our everyday worlds surely 
good places to be unless we say that eyesight makes the only sort of v1s1on (31) 

Adapting Dragland' s claim that "Williams' commitment to social realism got between 

him and his readmg of Long Sault" to the current envtronmental orthodoxy, one sees how 

the contemporary ecocnt1c' s commitment to envrronmenta] m1mes1s could easily get 

between him and his readmg of McKay' s off-beat evocations of the natural world 
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McKay's playful persomficat1ons of the natural and naturahzat10ns of the manmade 

could raise accusations that his work 1s anthropocentnc, glonfies technology, and hght­

heartedly d1sm1sses the senousness of the environmental cnsis 

What this kmd of dogmatic ecocntlcal readmg would miss, of course, is McKay's 

pass10nate engagement with precisely the same "natural world" so beloved of 

env1ronmentahsts and more convent10nal (realist) nature wnters McKay himself has 

suggested where he might stand, as a nature poet, m the poststructurahst/ecocnt1cal 

debate, and, at first glance, it's not what the reader of his poetry might expect In an 

essay on his brand of nature poetry, McKay claims that his "own reasons for fa1hng to 

postmoderruze are merely empmcal before, under, and through the wonderful temble 

wrestlmg with words and music there 1s a state of mmd which I'm calhng 'poetic 

attention'," attention "to the gram of expenence" (24) But McKay modifies this 

apparently empmc1st epistemology with hts subsequent d1stmct1on between poetic 

attention and romantic msptratlon He argues that "The romantic poet ( or tounst, for that 

matter) desires to be spoken to, msptred by the other, so that perception travels mto 

language (or shde show) without a palpable break" (24) Poetic attention, on the other 

hand, "1s based on a recogmt1on and a valumg of the other' s wilderness, 1t leads to a 

work which is not a vesllge of the other, but a translatwn of 1t" (25) McKay' s ch01ce of 

terms 1s m1t1ally confusmg, smce he associates the romantic with somethmg hke an 

empmc1st v1ewpomt (perception may be accurately transcnbed by language, this 

transcnpt10n 1s reliable as a vestige of the other), while labelmg himself an empmc1st In 

fact, McKay's romantic mode corresponds to ecocntic1sm's ideal of environmental 

mimesis, m which the reader is "spoken to" by the natural world through the text And 

McKay's 1s, at the least, a heterodox empmc1sm, for 1f 1t "acknowledges some extra­

hngu1st1c cond1t10n as the poem's mput, output, or both" (24 ), 1t also holds that the extra-



63 

lmgmst1c, the "radical otherness," is transformed through lmgmstic composition and thus 

"our epistemological dilemma 1s not resolved but ntuahzed and explored" (26) It is, 

m fact, more poststructurahst than empmc1st 

Despite his d1scla1mers, then, McKay's perspective fits mcely with at least one 

vers10n of postmodermsm - that which, recogmzmg the nsk of lapsmg mto mhthsm and 

political mertia, desues to move beyond focusmg on the sheer enormity of the gap 

between culture/language and the so-called "real " While proponents of this perspective 

accept the msight that we will not be able to achieve an unmed1ated knowledge of the 

nonhuman realm, and so cannot take our cues for action solely from the models 

(particularly scientific ones) which claim to offer a comprehensive view, they temper its 

suggestion of poht1cal paralysis by explonng, m turn, the vanous possib1ht1es for 

groundmg action m a non-essentiahzed uruverse Theorists hke Seitz, Sandtlands, and 

Torgerson, and ecocntlcs hke Ph1lhps and Mazel, all weave~ cntiques of poht1cs which 

argue "from nature" with suggestions for an alternative, mev1tably "anthropocentnc," 

performat1ve politics Theu work, rather than that of radical ecologists and mamstream 

ecocnt1cs, proVIdes a useful framework for exammmg the work of a poet who claims that 

"nature poetry should not be taken to be avozdmg anthropocentnsm, but to be enactmg it, 

thoughtfully" (26) 

The Eco-Comic Connectwn 

One of the most promment and, from a mamstream ecocnttcal perspective, potentially 

problematic aspects of McKay's work 1s its use of comedy From his early comic 

dep1ct1on of the Long Sault rapids (1975) to his most recent musmgs on the force of 

gravity, vanously understood (2000), McKay combmes lync1sm wtth an offbeat humour 

whose effect might be seen by mamstream ecocnttcs as gross d1stort10n of the nonhuman 
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world and tnviahzat1on of the threats posed to 1t In fact, entry mto the "Droll Zone" 

("Baler Twme" 18) 1s one of McKay's maJor means of "ntuahzmg and explonng" "our 

epistemological dilemma" the human cond1t1on ofbemg 1mbncated m, yet separate 

from, the nonhuman realm 

At first glance, mainstream ecocntic1sm appears to be falfly open to the genre of 

literary comedy In fact, Joseph Meeker' s The Comedy of Survival Studies m Literary 

Ecology (1974) 1s, Lawrence Buell claims, "the book most often taken by ecocntical 

ms1ders to be contemporary [mamstream] ecocnt1c1sm' s first maJor statement" 

("Ecocntical Insurgency" 704) Meeker' s "attempt to theonze comedy as an ecological 

as well as a literary mode" (704) has even been endorsed by Glen Love, one of the more 

doctnnaue mamstream ecocntics Love clarms that Meeker "produced the first sustamed 

readmg of literature from an ecological evolut10nary perspective," and praises Meeker' s 

argument for "the inseparabihty of hterature from nature and the ecological whole" 

("Ecocnt1c1sm" 564) Yet Love' s ecocntical focus on reducmg "d1stort10n" of the 

nonhuman world by engagmg with scientific knowledge seems incompatible with the 

kmds of playful, often fantastic, and above all hght-hearted, v1s1ons that most often issue 

from the comic impulse How may a book argumg for the ecological importance of 

literary comedy stand, for Love, at the mceptlon of an ecocntical tradition based on the 

indisputably senous model of evolut10nary biology? 

As 1t turns out, Meeker' s views are more ambiguous than Love makes them out to 

be Rather than presentmg a vision that clearly belongs m the mamstream ecocnt1cal 

camp, Meeker oscillates between the models of radical ecology and mainstream 

ecocntic1sm, and those of a poststructurally-mchned ecological poht1cs and ecocnt1c1sm 

On one hand, lus text promotes a nonnative approach, which Judges works of literature 

on the basis of theu environmental mimesis Meeker states at the outset ms assumption 
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that "hterature 1s essentially an 1m1tat10n of the act10ns of men" (19) Hls argument for 

the ecological value of comedy 1s based on a contrast between the imitation provided by 

hterary tragedy and that provided by hterary comedy Wlule tragedy "imitate[s] man 

msofar as he is a creature of suffenng and greatness," comedy "imitates man' s mnate 

stupidity and ignorance and emphasizes the tnvrnhty of human passions by reducmg 

them to the level of street-comer disputes" (21-22) Tragedy emphasizes human mastery 

of greater forces for the end of human transcendence, comedy emphasizes human 

adaptation to greater forces for the end of survival Although Meeker' s focus on the 

hterary depiction of the human element differs from Love's, and mamstream 

ecocnticism's, emphasis on the nonhuman element, his argument 1s essentially the same 

Insofar as the comic pattern mimics ecology' s V1s10n of the "natural ecosystem" as 

"accomodat[ mg] not only the complete hfe of every species withm it, but also 

prov1d[ mg] for relatively harmoruous relat10nships among all its constituent species" 

(29), 1t provides "a model for human behaVIour" (39) m regard to the nonhuman world 

In Meeker's view, as m that of mamstream ecocnticism, hterary texts play the pohtical 

role of ra1smg consc10usness through thetr modelmg, or m1mesis, of the "natural order " 

Through comedy, humans become aware ofthetr "natural" identities 

But a divergent approach also lurks m Meeker' s V1s10n of the comic mode as 

ecological From this perspective, comedy constitutes not so much environmental 

mimesis as a dramatization of McKay's "epistemological dilemma" In its deflationary 

attitude toward humamty' s pretens10ns, 1t explores the options for hvmg ma suspended 

state of provisionahty or contmgency, a state marked by contmumg irresolution This 

assessment of the value of comedy appears particularly clearly ma passage that also 

shows Meeker' s allegiance to the mimetic approach Meeker claims that 

The comic pomt of view 1s that man's high moral ideals and glonfied her01c 



poses are themselves largely based upon fantasy and are hkely to lead to misery 
or death for those who hold them In the world as revealed by comedy, the 
important thmg 1s to hve and to encourage hfe, even though It 1s probably 
mearungless to do so (26) 
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If Meeker argues here that comedy 1m1tates the (radical) ecological mJunct10n "to hve 

and to encourage hfe," he also nods, contradictonly, towards a more poststructurahst 

epistemological posture with his quahficat1on "even though 1t 1s probably meanmgless to 

do so "2 Meeker thus 1mtlates both the mamstream/norrnatlve and the 

d1ss1dent/poststructurahst traditions of ecocnt1c1sm If m the end he leans more heavily 

toward the mamstream, that move doesn' t nulhfy the poststructurahst strands m ms 

work Meeker remams an important resource for postmodern ecological poht1cs and 

ecocnt1c1sm 

One theonst who draws on rum to advance a postmodern approach to the ecology 

movement 1s Douglas Torgerson He clauns that green poht1cs has thus far operated 

pnmanly ma tragic mode For envuonmentahsts, 

No matter what human bemgs do, theu dommat10n over nature 1s to be 
remarkably short-hved progress 1s commg to an end less than a cosmic blmk 
after 1t was first hailed as humamty' s great m1ss10n The consequences of 
fallure are unthmkable, but the poss1b1hty of success often seems remote, a 
remorseless destmy unfolds despite heroic action The tragic mood IS mtens1fied 
by the frequent morahsm and desperation of some green discourse, m whlch the 
undemably high stakes mix with a crusadmg sense of high purpose The human 
forces threaterung nature and the human mche withln 1t are denounced while 
counterforces are called to heroic resistance (84) 

Argumg for a green pohtlcs more comic than tragic, Torgerson mvokes Meeker' s v1s1on 

of literary comedy as mode of meverence and mesolut10n m contrast to the tragic 

mode' s depiction of the v10lat1on and restoratJ.on of a cosIDic order Torgerson hlghhghts 

the comic view of humaruty as the lynchpm for a comic green politics Because 

"Tragedy treats humaruty m her01c, ideal terms" (87), 1t falls prey to the arrogance of 
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assummg that humans are given a place m, as well as access to, the cosmic order of 

thmgs As we've seen, Meeker argues that tragic hterature and prulosophy "undertake to 

demonstrate that man 1s equal or supenor to hls conflict [ W1th forces greater than he 1s, 

such as nature, the gods, etc] The tragic man takes his conflict senously and feels 

compelled to affirm lus own mastery and hls greatness m the face ofhls own destruct10n" 

(Meeker 22) Tragedy, then, celebrates "man' s potential strength and greatness" (23) 

Comedy, on the other hand, "focuses on human frailties, deflatmg pretenses and mockmg 

excesses The comic mode subverts the tragic hero, cutting humamty down to size and 

dispellmg human delusions of grandeur" (Torgerson 87) Insofar as m comedy the focus 

"shifts from the transcendent to the fimte, foohsh notions, ndiculous s1tuat1ons, the less 

than exalted funct10ns of the body, the mexhaust1ble range of human foibles" (87), 1t 

emphasizes somethmg that, according to postmodern thinkers, cannot be dismissed the 

hm1tat10ns on human knowledge, the lack of transparency of the world around us 

I've mentioned that Meeker also contams a strong normative approach, as he 

frames the comic emphasis on deflatmg human pretens10ns W1th the claim that comedy 

1m1tates human adaptation to the "natural order " Torgerson recogmzes the contradiction 

m Meeker While he finds Meeker' s v1s10n of the comic very useful, he claims that 

Meeker ultimately missteps m his mvocation of "comic mtegrat10n" (89 ff) as the end of 

both hterary comedy and the evolut10nary process Torgerson notes, 

There is a difficulty m the very notion of comic mtegration Taken too senously, 
too hterally, the ideal of mtegrat1on has the capacity to stifle comic act10n 
Comedy 1s irreverent, dismtegranve, exposmg and disruptmg settled patterns of 
conduct, behef, power, and authonty A comedy might well conclude W1th a 
happy endmg, but that 1s precisely where comedy ends By makmg comic 
mtegrat10n the final restmg place for his comedy of survIVal, Meeker 1mphc1tly 
advances the possibihty of what might be called comic smcide Comte 
mtegrat10n, that is, ends comedy - kills 1t - unless further comic gestures are m 
play to unsettle the mtegration A com1c green poht1cs could not fall to create 
parodies of a chenshed ecological cosmos, to keep 1t mcomplete 1f only not to kill 
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it (89-90) 

The comic mode, Torgerson says, doesn' t so much guarantee a stable "reconcihation," as 

1t guarantees that humans will be constantly thrown back on the fact that they are both m 

and out of nature - that, as a species lackmg a completely biologically-determmed 

existence due to theu capacity for language and, thus, self-consciousness, they are both a 

part of nature and unable to have drrect unmed1ated access to it and its supposed 

"dictates " This, Torgerson argues, and not Meeker' s model of adaptation to 

environment, 1s a thoroughly comic mode, for "When advanced with cosmic aspuattons 

[Meeker' s] ecocentnc conception of human/nature has a propensity to erect a new 

scaffoldmg for tragedy, leavmg out or margmahzmg the comic" (98) Dystop1an and 

utopian ecological v1s1ons participate equally m the tragic mode 

I'm not trymg to claim that Torgerson' s, rather than Meeker's, version of comedy 

is the "truly" ecological one, for to do so would be to fall back mto 1dent1tanamsm and 

prescnpttveness Rather, I would return to the dtstmct1on between representation and 

performatIVity that I outlmed m the first chapter, and frame my argument m terms of 

Torgerson' s mtroductory observat10n of the rrony that "Even though a key element of the 

green cnt1que of modem culture 1s to reJect mstrumentahsm as a prevailmg onentat10n, 

desperate green concerns markedly remforce an mstrumentahst conception of pohtics" 

(x) When Torgerson says that the focus of his book "1s not what it means to be green, 

but the meamng and value of pohtics" (x), he makes a move which strikes agamst all 

forms of argument from nature IfTorgerson's approach nsks bemg dismissed as a 

typically postmodern ehs1on of content m favour of form, 1t also attempts to come to 

grips with what 1s, more and more, bemg recogruzed as the central issue for poht1cs m 

general, as well as for green pohttcs m particular the "nature" of representation itself 

Torgerson endorses the comic mode not because 1t 1s "ecological" p er se (1 e , 1t 1m1tates 
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the cosmic ecological order), but because its emphasis on the fimtude of humans and the 

paucity of their vaunted knowledge make 1t a space m which the ( often tragically-posed) 

quest10ns surroundmg representation, both pohttcal and literary, may be taken up It 1s, 

as both Butler and Torgerson pomt out, one of the spaces where the performat1ve 

character of 1dent1ties becomes evident And 1t 1s m this space of comedy that Don 

McKay raises the issues, central to green poht1cs, of the mteractions between human and 

nonhuman worlds and of the possib1ht1es for knowledge therem 

The Poetry of Irreverence 

I begm with a short poem noteworthy for its succmctness m captunng McKay's typical 

model of approach to engagement with the nonhuman world Like many of McKay' s 

poems, "High Noon on the Pre-Cambnan Shield" (B1rdmg 110) dramatizes a moment of 

perceptual and lmgmstic recordmg, as the speaker tries "get down" his surroundmgs 

The poem thus enacts an exchange between outer and mner worlds The first two stanzas 

descnbe the scene through a senes of stnkmg metaphors grarute is "the last word, / sun's 

drum, I one hundred thousand tombstones m the rough," while "Obvious cicadas buzz / 

the way crazy people talk too loud / God 1s clean " The last two stanzas shift attention to 

the observer, apparently the speaker of the poem (impersonalized as "he"), attemptmg to 

"steal a penful of permanent blue-black mk / and pivot at the edge," the border between 

language and expenence The poem closes with a pithy expression of one of McKay' s 

gmdmg pnnc1ples m his efforts to negotiate the nonhuman world "Ifh1s sense of 

humour goes / he knows he will know nothmg / and too well " 

The paradox that "knowing nothmg too well" presents is resolved by observmg 

that McKay' s sense of"knowing nothing" 1s a qualtfied one For McKay, as we'll see, to 

"know nothing" 1s often not sheer ignorance of a thing's existence or quaht1es, but the 
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effect of knowmg 1t "too well," of the pretension that we humans can get to the bottom 

of the matter ( wluch, m the case of ecology, mcludes matter itself) McKay concurs wtth 

Meeker's and Torgerson' s (differently charged) emphases on com1c deflation m green 

pohttcs Lackmg humour, the tragic hero presumes to nail down the cosmic order, 

expellmg chaos But, as Torgerson notes, "Any order cuts itself off from disorder, but 

bnngs disorder mto itself by the very act of 1mposmg boundanes on an unfixed mdefimte 

terram, the condit10ns for the order's poss1b1hty, as 1s often said, become the cond1t10ns 

for its impossibility" (90) It 1s the tragic hero who "know[s] nothmg / and too well" 

The rogue or p1caro of comedy, on the other hand, fumbles lus way through his world, 

takmg setbacks and unexpected reversals as par for the course Because "His world 1s 

plural, rather than polar" (Meeker 114), he cannot help but mamtam lus sense of humour, 

and thus (to reverse McKay' s formulation) he knows some things and not too well he 

makes "relatively modest assumpt10ns" (Meeker 37) about his ab1hty to know and master 

the world The comic posture encourages continual openness and reVIsion, for "Comedy 

is irreverent, dismtegrative, exposmg and d1sruptmg settled patterns of conduct, behef, 

power and authonty" (Torgerson 89) 

Despite the forebodmg expressed m "High Noon," McKay' s sense of humour, 

thankfully, doesn' t "go" McKay' s poems span the spectrum of comedy, ranging from a 

more purely comic punnmg and clowrnng humour to the satire and black humour of a 

more tragicorrnc mode M H Abrams defines the comic as "evok[ mg] laughter mamly 

as an end m itself' (187) In terms ofTorgerson' s analysis, this impulse pursues a fairly 

simple deflat10n of human presumptions and pretensions, it delights m pokmg fun at the 

ways m which the human mmd makes sense of the world As such, 1t mvolves a kmd of 

Joyous play of language, a lmgmstic clowmng around At the other end of the contmuum 

of comedy hes the black humour of satire, a comedy that opens onto outrage, even 
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tragedy Abrams claims that satire "uses laughter as a weapon agamst a butt that eX1sts 

outside the work itself' ( 187), agamst "what the author conceives of as the widespread 

cond1t1on of social chaos, cruelty, or maruty" (189) Here the deflation that evokes 

laughter 1s a means to the end of outrage or protest To a certam degree, then, the comic 

submits to the tragic m satire, msofar as, through comic deflat10n, satire negatively 

resurrects an inherently conservative utopian v1s10n But 1f the satmc form can be seen 

as mstrumentahst, and thus operating on the assumpt10n of human knowledge of the 

correct or true order ofthmgs, 1t also exceeds the paradigm of a purely tragic pohtics (m 

Torgerson' s terms) because laughter itself may never be simply used McKay makes this 

pomt by quotmg Emmanuel Levmas "The mverse of language ts hke a laughter that 

seeks to destroy language, a laughter mfirutely reverberated" ("Baler Twine" 27) Even 

1f the laughter evoked by satire 1s harnessed for a particular transcendent end, 1t cannot 

be completely domesticated, for McKay, as for Torgerson, the moment of laughter 1s the 

moment when language undercuts itself and, simultaneously, the whole human edifice 3 

It 1s the moment when, as Butler argues, the (deliberate) failure of perfect repet1t10n 

reveals simultaneously the performat1ve character of 1dent1ties and the "mtnns1c 

comedy" (Gender 155) of our contmued conv1ct10n that they are "natural" or "given" to 

us when we are constantly, m practice, grantmg theu existence 4 

McKay's oeuvre 1s replete with examples of poems leanmg towards both the 

comic and satinc ends of the spectrum of comedy 5 My analysis, however, will focus on 

those poems whtch span the middle of the com1c contmuum, achtevmg the delicate 

balance between evokmg laughter as an end m itself and usmg humour to cnttc1ze 

aspects of social orgaruzat1on, m particular the ways m whtch we orgamze our 

relat1onshtps to the nonhuman world Such an approach 1s fully present m McKay's 

breakthrough book, Bzrdmg, or deszre (1983) 6 The compamon "Field Marks" poems 
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are a particularly apt example of the way McKay uses humour to raise questions of the 

cultural practices we've developed to gam knowledge of the nonhuman In those two 

poems, McKay pokes fun at the way b1rders use field guides to identify and figuratively 

capture the1r prey In the first, which opens the book, he paroches a field gmde entry, 

imagmmg himself as the specimen bemg descnbed The birder, he says "Wears extra 

eyes around his neck, his mmd / pokes out his ears the way an Insh Setter' s nose / pokes 

out a stat10n-wagon wmdow" (15) The highhghtmg of the convent10nal nature of field 

gmdes achieved by McKay' s comic depiction 1s strengthened by clever reversals which 

call attention to the figurative nature of language itself When McKay says of the birder 

that "He would be a bud book full of / laVIsh 1llustrat10ns with a text of metaphor," that 

"He would eat crow," and, m the poem' s final lme, that "He wings 1t" (15), he turns our 

human metaphors back on themselves, makmg their figurative character v1S1ble, and 

pomtmg to the 1mposs1b1hty of a transparent language for descnbmg birds m particular, 

and the nonhuman m general Both the buder and the poet "wing 1t" msofar as they can 

only connect to otherness by means of figurative reference 

"Field Marks (2)" contmues this hne of thought with another cotn1c field guide 

descnpt10n of the buder "D1stmgu1shed from the twerp, / which he resembles, by his off­

speed / concentration shh I burstmg with sneakmess / he will tiptoe through our early 

mommg drowse / hke the villam man old cartoon" (75) McKay isn' t content to leave 

the depiction there, however While he clalID.s of the buder that "Later on he' ll come 

back as the well-known bore I and read ms hst (Song sparrow 5 / Brown thrashers 2 / 

Black-throated green warblers 1)," he also doesn' t aim, with this comic deflation, for a 

simple cnt1que of the bird-watching practice as mescapably artificial Rather, he 

suggests that 1t opens onto other kmds of contact with the nonhuman which, 1f not of the 

unmediated vanety, are nonetheless nch with the possibility of relat1onship The b1rder, 
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m hts public account, will omit "all the secret data hatchtng on the far side ofhts mmd // 

that btrds have smuses throughout their bodies, / that soanng turkey vultures can detect 

/ depress10n and careless dnvmg / that every feather 1s a pen, but hvmg, // flymg" (75) If 

thts 1s anthropomorplusm at its worst (m the sense of ascnbmg specifically human traits 

to the nonhuman), 1t 1s also anthropomorphtsm at its best as an act of both mediation and 

meditation, proVIdtng a self-reflexive bndge between the human and the nonhuman 7 

McKay shows, through poems hke these, that blfdtng ( a s1gmfier for practices that seek 

pomts of contact with the natural world) 1s a specifically human desire, one that performs 

a relat1onsh1p whtch makes "nature" mtelhgible to us 

"But Nature Has Her Darker Side" takes the comic elements m the "Field Marks" 

poems to the extreme, pushtng the boundanes of the outrageous In this account of the 

s1ghtmg of a Great Horned Owl, the comedy 1s also based on deflation of the human 

The more gentle humour of the poem's second sect10n, which descnbes crows mistakmg 

a dmrnal for a nocturnal owl ("They flock and caw around an unfam1har Snowy Owl, 

recently arnved from tundra, who wakes, discovers herself m a fancy southern restaurant, 

spreads wings hke a hnen tablecloth-" [120]), gives way to a parody of the conventions 

of televised nature programs This section, complete with parenthetical camera 

drrections such as "shots of scrawny owlets hke bramy bespectacled three-year-olds," 

becomes the centre of the poem In particular, the statement "Well, nature has her darker 

side" (120) becomes a hghtrung rod for a senes of issues As a commonplace of human 

commentary on so-called "natural" act1V1ties, 1t participates m the age-old convention of 

figurmg Nature as a mystenous and irrational woman It patroruzes both the audience 

and the nonhuman world, simultaneously suggestmg that the audience 1s mcapable of 

seemg the action m question (the owlets eating a meadowlark) from the "obJective" 

perspective of the sc1ent1st and, contradtctonly, that the nonhuman world itself need not 
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be respected as overly complex, but can be captured ma few simple human concepts 

despite its "no senously folks"8 tone, the sentence that follows, "Actually, the owls are 

great conservat10rusts because they eat theu prey entue (a whole wmg disappeanng 

down an owlet) mcludmg the feathers, fur, bones and beaks Later they d1sgorge the 

md1gest1ble bits m neat pellets" (121 ), 1s a pseudo-scientific version of "Well, nature has 

her darker s1de " It too casts explanation m terms patromzmg to both audience and 

subject, for to descnbe owls as "great conservat10rusts" smacks of an attempt to make 

then behaviour humanly defensible, conformmg to our idea of the "ecological"! 

The followmg section, wluch 1rut1ates the buder's fantasy ofbecommg an owl's 

prey, and finally an owl himself, confirms this readmg As he searches for the owl he 

heard callmg from his yard, the narrator comments, 

As we know, owls eat thetr prey enttre, mcludmgJeans, boots, wallet, watch and 
delicate mtelhgence Later they disgorge the md1gest1ble bits m neat pellets, 
which are saved and used to bwld the parthenon of nature's darker side (121) 

In this parody of a parody, McKay turns the phrase, "Later they disgorge the mdigest1ble 

bits m neat pellets," which had served as an example of scientific discourse m the 

precedmg sect10n, mto a s1gm:fier for the scientific world-view itself Repeatmg the 

phrase m the context of the btrder' s fantasy of bemg eaten by an owl, and declarmg that 

the "neat pellets" "are saved and used to bwld the parthenon of nature ' s darker side," 

McKay wittily imp hes that far from bemg the neutral purswt of the "truth" of the 

matenal world, science 1s a cultural format10n governed by its own set of mescapably 

human conventions In its darker moment, the passage 1s a comic suggestion of the kinds 

of paranma, myst1:ficat1on, and narrowness that may follow from the all-encompassmg 

world-view promoted by purely scientific approach to the nonhuman 

But McKay 1s far from straight cnttque here, for as he pomts out how the impulse 

to dramatize nature infects even the "obJecttve" descnpt10n of sc1enttfic and educational 
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studies, he also adrmts that impulse m himself with his whimsical vis10n of the buder 

becommg an owl and thus achievmg genume entry mto the nonhuman realm This 

figure, m turn, may stand m for the poet himself, seek.mg "victims" who "have no 

warning but the sense that somethmg 's m1ssmg, mto which they fall" (122) With this 

narrative, McKay remmds us that the poet's craft 1s akm to that of the documentary­

maker "No one," neither documentary-maker nor scientist nor poet, "stands a chance" 

(120) when faced with the owl itself because the only way to deal with the uneasmess the 

nonhuman world can mstill, "the sense that something 's missing" from our expenence, 1s 

to translate it mto human terms In a sense, the poem performs the very paradigm it 

pokes fun of The difference between the documentary-maker and the poet ( or at least 

this poet) 1s that McKay, havmg created a hall of parodic mirrors, may sign off with a 

crazy flounsh ("If the shadow of an owl should cross a poet's roof he wakes up, wild, 

often with moths m his pyJamas, his pecker pomtmg to the north star" [122]) which 1s not 

so much the establishment of a new credo for mteract10n with the nonhuman as It IS a 

call for contmual displacement and revision of knowledge gleaned - an exposure of 

performativity here achieved through comedy - m order not to "know nothmg and too 

well " 

The comedy of "Le Style," m Sanding Down This Rocking Chmr on a Windy 

Night (1987), while considerably muted, has a similar effect Structured as the narrator' s 

attempt to define a mystenous quality designated "le style," the poem unfolds as senes of 

add1t10ns and rev1s1ons that circle around the openmg image of a spider web caught m 

sunlight While McKay's use of the French article "le," as well as the fact that he later 

md1cates that he mtends an allusion to the famous phrase "le style c' est l'homme meme," 

suggest that "le style" 1s a sigrufier for high culture, McKay nngs a set of changes on the 

term over the course of the poem, such that "le style" becomes not a quality of human 
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artifacts, but a feature of the moment of interchange or mterface between the human and 

the nonhuman It IS a moment wh.J.ch, while often lync, IS also comic If le style 1s " the 

colour of au," "the theft of energy m wh.J.ch // I whistle for the dog" (75), and something 

"metastasizmg mward as an itch // attacks the heart" (77), it 1s also a quality 

of Mrs Henry Zavitz when she told the meetmg how she 
wrapped ordinary tmf01l round a chicken, sent it 
scurrymg through last week's thunderstorm 
and wound up with Celestial Fned 
glowmg m the dnve shed hke a holy grail 
We JUSt don' t understand the wonderful power of nature 
Mrs Zavitz said Tea 
was served and the meetmg ended with The Maple Leaf Forever (76) 

Although the narrator is pokmg fun at Mrs Zav1tz' s need for an pseudo-apocalyptic, even 

grotesque, display of the "power of nature," he also sees her as a km she, too, possesses 

le style msofar as she acts as an ( albeit unwittmg) illustrat10n of the sense of 

disproportion, mcongrwty, and sheer mcomprehensibihty of our encounters with the 

otherness of the nonhuman 

The fact that this miru-narratlve has as its centre a death, b12arre as the chicken's 

death may be, IS not mcidental As the poem proceeds, the erugmatlc sigrufier "le style" 

becomes more and more tied to human mortahty As a force "that's scrupulously / cruel , 

eats our efforts easily / recedmg as the far / honzon swallows falcons" (76-77) le style is 

both the mdifference of the nonhuman and human awareness of that mdtfference the 

narrator says that it is with le style that "you walk bhnd through a spiderweb and feel that 

/ tickle smear your cheek a tender / mhmatlon of the grave / where you will be kissed 

and kissed / mto its clay" (77) The encounter with the nonhuman, McKay suggests, is 

mevitably an encounter with one' s own death. But the encounter is also not without its 

comic side, as the narrator immediately turns le style' s gnm sentence mto another 

morbid Joke, saymg that le style is "a memo from exhaustion / hke a birthday card from 
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your msurance agent no one else remembers mais le style / n' est pas l'homme meme 

but what/ the man 1s not" (77) ThIS moment of black humour hmges on the fact that the 

msurance agent remembers his clients' brrthdays only because he 1s literally mvested m 

thetr hvmg longer A birthday card from one's msurance agent, then, has a subtext 

which overwhelms the text 1f the agent genumely celebrates the life, 1t 1s life as 

measured m dollars, and so a pervers10n of hfe, another kmd of death As a 

representative of le style, the msurance agent becomes a figure who may, m comedy at 

least, approach "what the man 1s not" - that 1s, mchfference, ultimately death As m the 

chicken anecdote, McKay uses comedy to stake out the hm1ts of the human without 

assummg a presumptuous philosophical height (and thus 1mtlatmg a tragic plot-lme) m 

order to do so 

McKay doesn't spare the poet the fate of both encountenng and possessmg le 

style In a charactenstic self-reflexive turn, the narrator notes that le style 1s "a long / 

performance of the poet's o / dear ones" (77) The poet, m fact, 1s the exponent 

extraordma1Te of le style Embodymg a moment of simultaneous connection, 

m1sconnect10n, and disconnection with the nonhuman, the poet's "dashmg strokes of 

bram brush / pen o so unable to keep up beautifully / commemorate their execut10n" 

(77) The pun here on "execution" appropnately conflates its two s1gmficat1ons, of the 

strokes' actualizat10n and thelf puttmg to death of the perception/expenence they 

ostensibly transmit Under the auspices of le style, poetry 1s commemoration rather than 

conJuration of the livmg thmg This parodtcally articulated ars poetzca, m turn, prevents 

McKay' s use, throughout the poem, of the convention of companng "works of nature" to 

works of art from nngmg false Once agam he creates a poetic hall of mmors which 

confounds any attempt to "discover" therem a straightforward relat10nship to the 

nonhuman world Although the ttdmess of the poetic frame McKay constructs, with his 
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openmg companson of a spider' s web to "a frozen fugue complete I with tnlls and 

mordents" (75) and the closmg companson of a hummmgb1rd' s nest, bound with the 

broken threads of the web, to "the least / haiku" (78), suggests a certam complacency m 

that 1t dispels anxiety surroundmg the relationship of poetry to the nonhuman realm, the 

poem m fact deeply disturbs the stasis of a convent10nally Romantic view of art and 

nature as orgarncally correspondmg to one another 

If the work of art and its nonhuman subject "reflect" each other m some way, 1t 1s 

only m the sense that they are constitutionally bound to mutual mdifference McKay's 

final image of the nest as poem is not the naive assay of one seekmg to paper over the 

gap discovered between the human and the nonhuman, to turn from the encounter with 

death, 1t 1s a knowing gesture which suggests artistic redemption through awareness of 

the mevitable gap - the poem, hke the nest, is made from the "broken threads" (78) of 

the failure to connect Agam, the poet 1s enV1s10ned as a b1rd who "wings 1t," makmg the 

poem out of whatever scraps he can scrounge up But the Image of the poem as nest 1s 

also a gesture which, following such a ngorous cntique of the des1re for an untroubled 

connection with the nonhuman, cannot help but be self-mockery The specter of Mrs 

Zavitz must preside over the end of the poem 

The black humour that arnmates ''Le Style" reaches its peak m the "Matenel" 

sequence m Apparatus ( 1997) If the former uses comedy to dramatize the dialectic of 

connect10n and mdifference that structures human attempts to know the nonhuman 

world, the latter uses 1t to explore what McKay calls "one pole of our relations to 

matenal existence" ("Baler Twine" 20), the approach that takes objects, human and 

nonhuman, as "matenel " In h1s essay on nature poetry, McKay explams, 

In its limited sense matenel 1s milltary eqwpment, m a slightly larger sense 1t 1s 
any eqmpment owned by an mstltuhon But I'm takmg the term to apply even 
more widely to any mstance of second-order appropnation, m which the first 
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appropnat10n is the makmg of tool , or the address to thmgs m the mode of 
utility To make tools mto matenel we engage ma further appropnatlon This 
second appropnation of matter may be the colornzat10n of its death the nuclear 
test site, the corpse hung on a gibbet or public crucifixion On the other hand, 
matenehzation could be a demal of death altogether, as m the case ofthmgs 
made permanent and derued access to decomposition, theu return to elements 
("Baler Twme" 20-21 ) 

Because "Matenel" thematlzes an onentation to the world that has proven destructive, it, 

more than the other poems I've looked at, tends towards tragedy Indeed, one reviewer 

calls this section the "bitter centre" of Apparatus (Goulet 291 ) But McKay stops short 

ofb1tmg satire, prefemng a comedy that, while dark, pomts too many fingers (mcludmg 

one back at itself) to become merely mstrumental 

A senes of snapshots of mstances of matenehzat1on, the sequence traces the 

colomzation and/or demal of death from the B1bhcal story of Cam, through Achilles' s 

degradation of Hector' s dead body, to the warfare of the twentieth century The 

predommant unage of matenehzat10n presented here is that of mscnption, or "tattoomg," 

which McKay suggests is both the impetus for and result of an onentat10n towards 

matter, human and nonhuman, as matenel In the first poem, "The Man from Nod," 

McKay shifts the emphasis m the Biblical creation story from Adam to Cam, claimmg 

that Cam should not be remembered only 

for his first bold steps m the areas of siblmg nvalry and land use It should not be 
forgotten that, although Adam received God' s breath, and angels delivered hts 
message, it was Cam who got tattooed - mscnbed with the sign whtch guarantees 
a sevenfold revenge to be dished out to antagomsts Sometimes translated "Born 
to Lose " (39) 

If, following thts curse, Cam, "the first displaced person," "wants to leave his mark," that 

desue 1s not without cause Both the Joke that Cam 1s "Born to Lose," and McKay's 

comic depiction of Cam' s confusion at God's reJect10n ofhts vegetable offenng ("Was 

[God] already m the pocket of the cattle barons? Cam must have scratched and scratched 
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lus head before he bashed m lus brother' s" [39]) make the pomt that VIolence engenders 

v10lence God's unexplained reJection, markmg Cam as less favored, less mdividual, 

even less human, leads lum to leave lus own mark by k1llmg Abel, God' s tattooing of 

him so that he cannot even seek the relief of death leads him to "hv[ e] as a virus m the 

body politic the wronged assassin, the anttfarmer, the terronst tattooed wtth the promise 

of sevenfold revenge" ( 40) God' s matenehzatlon of Cam transm1ts that impulse to Cam 

himself, and we, McKay 1mphes, are as much chtldren of Cam as of Adam 

Followtng a fairly straightforward depiction of Achilles' s matenehzatton of 

Hector, the thud poem m the sequence, "The Base," moves us mto the twentieth century, 

which figures Cam' s land of exile as a mthtary base With modern warfare, 

matenelizat1on has become mass-produced and, as such, 1s the Arendttan spectacle of 

"banality" rather than evil ( 43) Tlus landscape, too, 1s mscnbed, wtth "Black wtres hke 

1llegible wntmg" and "Plastic vials tied to trees at mtervals, conta1mng / unknown 

viscous hqu1d " Despite thts colomzat1on, however, "bluebemes grow, creeks / sparkle, 

and an early robm / smgs from the scrub" (44) How to reconcile these two landscapes? 

McKay uses comedy 

Dunng huntmg season, 
claims the Base Commander, moose and deer 
take sanctuary m the impact areas, smce no personnel 
may enter Often, late September, you may 
see a moose, Jean Paul L'Ongnal, perhaps, 
sittmg on a stump along the border of the base, 
huge chin restmg on a foreleg, 
pondenng alternatives cheerful psychopaths 
m psychedelic orange, or a moose-sized rephca 
of the absurd, ka-boom? (44) 

Underlmmg the irony that wtld arnmals on the base "take sanctuary" by makmg 

themselves the prey of sport hunters, rather than of the routlrnzed lallmg exercises of the 

base' s "personnel," thts passage comically suggests the absurd pass we've reached 
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While the speaker later reiterates thts pomt m straighter terms, saymg that he's "unable 

to identify the enemy's position or / sort the evil gemi from fallen / farmers, victims and 

assassms / mterpenetrate with vendors and vendus m long / chromosomal threads" (45), 

the comic version's figunng of the moose as Rodm' s "Trunk.er," specimen of human 

contemplative reason par excellence, adds somethmg the straighter version cannot 

achieve a moment of utter ndtcule of the human pretension to higher reason than the 

nonhuman world 

The final poem of the sequence, "Stretto," ups the ante even further, mmghng 

comedy with horror As employees of"Unmortahty Incorporated," where "All day / 1t 1s 

noon it is no one," we are instructed to make explicit our matenehst motivation, to 

"Tattoo thts extra letter / on the au / Th zs zs what we can do" ( 4 7) But our position, 1f 

drre, is also darkly funny we desue "to transcend / the food chams we have perched upon 

and hover - ht there / fans from coast to coast - to beam back dazzlmg / shots of the 

stadium everywhere the charged / pamcles of stardom winkmg and twinkmg, o, 

exponentially / us" ( 46) The stnngs attached to thts extravagant desue appear m the last 

sect10n of the poem, where, m what one revtewer pe3orat1vely but accurately labels "sub­

J oycean gobbledygook" (Greene 27), the mamc side of matenehzat.Ion persomfied comes 

to collect its due "You fancy me far from your mmds," the v01ce mtones, 

wandenng lonely as a clod m longlost brotherhood, while your door's locked and 
your life' s grammatically insured, yet (listen) scurry scurry (Is-that-Only-A-Rat­
In-The-Basement-Better-Phone-Dad-Oh-No-The-Lme' s-Dead, Mandatory 
L1ghtnmg Flash) yup, here I am with the hook old chum Hardly Fatr, what? ( 48) 

In a world where the reahty of death 1s demed, where unmortahty reigns supreme, 

mortality 1s a cheesy yet s1ruster horror-moVIe vdlam come to topple human 

complacency Its appearance 1s "Hardly Farr" only to those, mcludmg artists, who 

thought they could escape the encounter with death, an encounter wlnch, as McKay 
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suggests m "Le Style," 1s vital to mamtammg a relationship to the nonhuman that doesn' t 

"appropnate" 1t While a review cntlcal of McKay bas called the "Matenel" sequence "a 

piece of mtellectual dishonesty on the part of a poet who loves the exaltations of 

language, but knows it is more fashionable to pose as a debunker of the big clatms of art" 

(Greene 28), I would argue that McKay' s comic debunkmg is precisely what keeps lum 

honest Even addressmg the horrors of the hydrogen bomb, he refuses to be seduced mto 

a smgularly "grand style" (28), and so reJects an easy morahsm In tlus sequence, as m 

the other poems I've discussed, McKay' s comedy achieves something hke Butler's 

subversive repetition, a practice of pohtlcs from withm As such, 1t may be hnked to 

ecological pohtlcs of performat1v1ty whose central mandate is the human assumption of 

respons1b1hty for our contmued part1c1pation man mescapable, uncertam, yet always 

potentially deadly, process of meanmg-makmg 

The Nature of Metaphor 

Much of McKay' s comedy depends on his use of mcongruous metaphors to explore the 

poss1b1ht1es for engagement with the nonhuman world And, hke the use of comedy, 

metaphor 1s a literary techrnque which arouses the uneasmess of doctnnaire ecocntics, 

who suspect 1t of "lead[ mg] us away from the world, and never back to 1t" (Buell, 

Environmental Jmagznatron 11) Their mtsgivmgs, m turn, echo those of a radical 

ecological politics of representat10n Because, as we've seen, 1dentltanan ecological 

poht1cs understands the representative term as pnmanly mstrumental, performing the 

task of m1rronng a given represented term (m this case, the empmcally given ecosphere), 

1t tends to conceive metaphor as obfuscation, a distortion of the true "nature" of the 

entity represented Mamstream ecocntic1sm translates this mistrust of metaphor m 

general mto a mistrust of figurative, rather than so-called hteral or descnptive, language 
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in literature 

S1gruficantly, Torgerson follows his argument for a comic pohtics wtth a 

d1scuss1on of the uses of metaphor for the ecology movement Torgerson connects the 

tragic impulse "for a completed whole, perhaps some organic harmony of human/nature" 

(98) to the collapse of an awareness of the metaphoncal character of a given 

"cosmos,"whether mdustrtal or ecological Torgerson draws on the work of John 

Rodman, particularly hts concept of "metaphonc m1rronng of psyche, pohs, and cosmos" 

(Torgerson 99), to argue that the value of ecology "comes not from the shtftmg ground of 

[ecological science' s] particular findings, but from onentmg metaphors [ofhohsm and 

interdependence] that challenge the presumptions of the admlillstrative mmd" (100) To 

re1fy ecology' s metaphors 1s, to Torgerson' s mmd, to lose what 1s most powerful about 1t 

its exposure of a metaphoncal onentmg context for human act10ns He claims that one 

of the central questions facing the ecology movement today " ts whether the green 

onentat1on wtll keep alive a play of metaphors, or wtll end this play by transformmg its 

onentmg metaphors mto fixed organizational and ethtcal pnnc1ples of a cosmic order" 

(100) A green politics that does the former, Torgerson says, wtll be more comic than 

cosmic Workmg from the premise that ecology, hke comedy, "suggests human hm1ts, 

particularly the hm1ts of the human capacity to comprehend and model the world" (102), 

such a politics wtll use metaphonc mmonng to remind people that the context onentmg 

human action remams "uncertam, ultimately unfathomable" (102) As I noted m the first 

chapter, for Torgerson thts comic politics 1s also a pohtics of performativ1ty whose 

central feature 1s a debate whtch, hke any game, 1s played from the fun of continwng to 

play 

Torgerson' s analysis suggests that the mamstream ecocnt1cal mistrust of 

metaphor, especially of its zaruer moments, 1s Illlsgmded If anythmg, 1t 1s precisely the 
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more outlandish metaphors for the nonhuman of a poet hke McKay that provide a 

resource for a comic and performative ecologtcal politics The more dtsJunct the two 

entities proclaimed by metaphor to be ahke, the more likely becomes a reader' s 

recogmtion of the performative nature of metaphonc constructions Rather than 

convmcmg us of Anstotle' s "essential similantles between thmgs" (qtd m Bushell 37) m 

the external world, such metaphors remmd us that we are not d1scovermg but, rather, 

makmg meanmg of the world around us The only m-depth analysis to date of McKay's 

use of metaphor, however, by Kevm Bushell, reads more hke the work of an ecocntic 

such as Buell than hke the poststructurahst cntic1sm wtth which Bushell aligns himself 

(37-38) Bnefly surveymg several theones of metaphor, Bushell concludes that because 

"the full meamng conveyed through metaphor cannot be articulated literally," metaphor 

may be seen as a means of "transcendence," as "an attempt to break free from language 

and thought, to enter a realm of meamng that 1s extra-lmgmstlc and extra-conceptual" 

(38), to "expand the parameter oflanguage to provide a more accurate art1culat1on of 

expenence than literal descnpt1ve speech allows" (39) For Bushell, as for mamstream 

ecocnt1cs, the goal 1s to use language to penetrate the "real" world, Buell's "natural 

envuonment as empmcal reality" (Environmental Jmagmatron 21 ) Bushell simply 

follows cnt1cs hke Rueckert, and goes cntics like Donovan one better, by offenng a way 

for metaphor to be brought mto the mimetic fold. 

Bushell sees McKay as part1c1pat1ng m the endeavour to access a matenal reality 

outside oflanguage For McKay, Bushell says, "metaphor 1s often used as a rhetoncal 

vehicle that stretches language man attempt to express some aspect of an extra-lmgmst1c 

realm he refers to as 'wtlderness' " Bushell argues that although metaphor m particular, 

and poetic language m general, can be seen to "present fantasy, or an 1magmary world, 

which 1s different from our normal, empmcal VIew of how thmgs are" ( 4 7), m fact, 



85 

withm a phenomenological framework, the transcendence supphed by metaphor 

does not unp]y transportat10n to an alternate alien realm, but rather to new, 
ludden mearung that eXJsts withm our unmed1ate world We need to get past the 
view of "reality" as a concrete, obJectified entity, to understand that metaphor 
such as McKay' s uncovers, or, more accurately, discovers the world and leads the 
reader mto new areas of expenence and knowing ( 48) 

Not only does tlns argument fail to grapple with the issues raised by the fact that 

metaphor does, to a large degree, present a "fantasy" of the human rmagmatlon, and thus 

m1htates agamst a "discovery" of the world,9 1t also contravenes McKay's own poetic as 

expressed m "Baler Twme," an essay Bushell draws heavily on The goal of poetic 

transparency stands agamst McKay's own admission (albeit couched m lns claim to be an 

empmcist) that "poetic attent10n is based on a recogrut10n and a valumg of the other's 

wilderness, It leads to a work which is not a vestrge of the other, but a translatron of 1t" 

("Baler Twme" 25), as well as lus conVIctlon that "nature poetry should not be taken to 

be av01dmg anthropocentnsm, but to be enactmg It, thoughtfully," that it should not be 

taken to be resolvmg our epistemological dilemma, but to be ntuahzmg and explonng it 

(26) 

Bushell claims that "What makes McKay's metaphor stnkmg 1s its high degree of 

tension the dispanty between its metaphonc uruts" ( 43-44) Indeed But I would argue 

that the tautness of McKay's metaphors does not "discover" the world, but, as McKay 

himself says, "ntuahzes" the ways that we make that world mto human mearung and so 

draws attention to that process One of the examples Bushell uses to make ms argument 

1s McKay's bnef lync "The Great Blue Heron," from B1rdmg 

What I remember 
about the Great Blue Heron that rose 
hke its name over the marsh 
1s touclung and holdmg that small 
manyvemed 
wnst 



upon the gunwale, to signal silently-
look 

The Great Blue Heron 
(the btrdboned wnst) (32) 
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Bushell glosses the companson between the heron and the btrdboned wnst as "say[ mg] 

somethmg about the ontological relationship of humankmd and wildhfe In this readmg, 

physical s1mtlanty extends mto physiology, genetics, ecology, and that much-feared word 

m lyncal poetry, pohtics" ( 42) For Bushell, entry mto "a realm of meanmg that is extra­

lmgwst1c and extra-conceptual" (38) 1s apparently achieved when, through a vibrant 

metaphor, "a relationship is pronounced between species that spills mearung on each of 

these levels [phys1ological, genetic, ecological, poht1cal] as an expression oflove and 

respect for the natural world-a way of Bemg without the urge to appropnate what 1s 

other" (42-43) Bushell claims that the metaphor gams further resonance from the way 1t 

1s displayed m the poem Because the poem' s "colloqwal syntax" "gives the impression 

that the speaker 1s telhng mstead of showing" ( 42), the force of the metaphor, when 1t 

stnkes, is all the greater The literal meamng suggested by the narrative, "that, mdeed, 

all the speaker remembers of the heron-sighting 1s touchmg and holdmg the wnst upon 

the gunwale," is eclipsed by the poem's figurative mearung, smce "Surely [the literal 

mterpretation] 1s not what 1s mtended m the poem" (42) 

But surely, too, the poem 1s not so unambiguously ecocentnc Bushell overlooks 

the first, perhaps tauter - certamly more mterestmg - metaphor of the poem, the s1m1le 

companng the flight of the heron and the btrd's name In order for the Great Blue Heron 

to "[nse] I hke its name," the reader must make a senes of mstantaneous dtstmct10ns 

The ostensible fus10n between "Great Blue Heron" as s1grufier, s1gmfied, and referent 

unravels as soon as we are called upon to compare the action of the btrd to its name 

There are two ways m which the phrase "Great Blue Heron" could "nse" phonologically 
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or graplucally, at the level of the aural or visual s1grufier, and semant1ca1ly at the level of 

the s1gmfied (1 e, the adJective "great" could connote a kmd of nsmg) Meanwlule, 1f 

the heron-as-referent has become detached from its "name" as s1grufier and s1gmfied, It 

IS also unable to stand mdependent of them, at least m the speaker' s perception, for the 

brrd' s appearance m the poem 1s hterally crrcumscnbed by them The speaker' s Jump 

from companng the heron to Its own name to companng it to the wnst ofhts compamon 

accomphshes a semantic maneuver which, 1f less starkly crrcular, 1s not substantially 

different From this perspective, the literal nnphcat10n of the poem, that all the speaker 

remembers of the heron-s1ghtmg is his commumcatwn of 1t, 1s certamly at least one of 

the tlnngs mtended The bmi/wnst metaphor is not so much the moment of connection 

that Bushell 1dent1fies it as, but a moment of failure ( albeit beautiful fatlure) to make an 

unmediated connect10n As such, 1t 1s the moment m which the speaker negatively 

expenences the brrd's "ahen bemg" at the end of the poem the speaker knows that the 

bITd 1s neither "The Great Blue Heron" nor "the brrdboned wnst "to 

Like lus use of comedy, McKay' s metaphors take us to the edge of, but not mto, 

ms "wilderness," whtch, as we've seen, 1s also the moment of death (Goulet 291) At 

theu most successful, they ntuahze a failure - therr own failure to make a transcnpt10n, 

to become a "vestige," of the nonhuman world. And that failure, hke the humour that 

abounds m McKay' s work, becomes part of a comic pattern of unending subversion of 

(tragic) efforts to found a new cosmos, efforts whtch deny the meVItably performative 

character of all 1dent1t1es In Torgerson' s words, McKay's poems, hke "the vutuos1ty of 

the adr01t poht1cal actor," "suggest the kmd of playfulness that would be necessary 

(though not sufficient) for a responsible, reasonable, and c1vil form of pubhc hfe m 

which we would dechne to end our discourse" (1 03) McKay's poetry Is "useless" 

(Goulet 292) m the most necessary of ways m its refusal to submit to an 1nstrumentahst 



view of either language or the world, it, hke any good ntual, declines to end our 

negotiations with otherness 
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Jorie Graham and the Politics of Perception 

Despite the great styhstic d1v1de separatmg the work of Jone Graham from that of Don 

McKay, Graham shares with McKay the (happy) fate of bemg unlikely to gamer the 

praise of mamstream ecocntic1sm If mamstream ecocntics are likely to see 

anthropocentnsm permeatmg McKay's wry lync1sm, they would doubtless also find 1t 

lurkmg, ma different gwse, m Graham's plnlosoplucal bent, her lmgmst1c Jumpmess, 

and her relentless self-mterrogat1on But, as with McKay, to dismiss Graham on the 

basis of msuffic1ent m1metlc1sm 1s to overlook her vital engagement with some of 

ecological politics's most pressmg questions- about the reliab1hty of perception as 

knowledge of the outer world, the relat10nslup between perception and language, and the 

strengths and luruts of self-reflexiVIty m regards to the nonhuman world 

Ecology and Phenomenology 

Graham's focus on human consc10usness, particularly processes of percept10n, has led 

some cnt1cs to label her work phenomenological (Longenbach 97-98, Spiegelman, 

"Rev" 173, Qmnn 22) 1 While such a plnlosophlcal approach 1s, m stnctly radical 

ecological and mamstream ecocnt1cal terms, anthropocentnc, 1t has also been recogruzed 

as havmg value for the ecology movement In his book The Spell of the Sensuous (1996) 

David Abram argues for a phenomenological perspective, rather than a more trad1tional 

scientific one, as the basis for an ecological VIs1on DraWlilg on Edmund Husserl and 

MaUT1ce Merleau-Ponty, Abram outlmes a philosophical framework which pnvileges 

perception and immediate sensory expenence over sc1entlfic abstract10n as knowledge 

Abram claims that, m particular, phenomenology's ms1ght that our expenence of the 

world 1s embodied may proVIde a "dawmng recogmt10n of Earth as the forgotten basis of 

all our awareness" ( 44) 



Like Meeker's argument for the ecological value of comedy, however, Abram's 

argument for the ecological value of phenomenology follows two opposed lmes of 

reasomng Predommantly, Abram argues for the phenomenological view's supenor 

mimeticism, for the fact that it is actually "more objective" than scientific objectIVIty 

Abram notes that 
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The fluid realm of direct expenence has come to be seen as a secondary, 
denvatlve dimension, a mere consequence of events unfolding m the "realer" 
world of quantifiable and measurable scientific "facts " It 1s a cunous mvers1on 
of the actual, demonstrable state of affairs Subatomic quanta are now taken to 
be more pnmordial and "real" than the world we expenence with our unaided 
senses (34) 

Abram's phenomenology seeks to displace the scientific world-VIew by reversing the 

relat10nslnp between the "everyday world" and the "impersonal, obJect1ve d1mens1on of 

pure 'facts"' from which "our direct, spontaneous expenence" 1s presumed to denve 

(35) For Abram, sensuous expenence proVIdes unmediated contact with the surroundmg 

world, domg away with the gap between subject and object, human and nonhuman, by 

msertmg each neatly mto the other, to make a smgle entity, Husserl's "hfe-world " Tins, 

Abram notes, "is both the sotl m which all our sciences are rooted and the nch humus to 

which theIT results ultimately return, whether as nutnents or as poisons Our spontaneous 

expenence of the world, charged with subjective, emotional, and mtwt1ve content, 

remains the vttal and dark ground of all our objectiv1ty" (34) The paradox of 

subject1v1ty replacmg object1v1ty can only be resolved by seemg that subject1v1ty itself 

becomes, m phenomenology, a new obJectIVIty, the "real" real world Like Meeker's 

comedy, Abram's phenomenology doesn't exceed the mimetic paradigm the terms are 

reversed, but the structure remams mtact From tins perspective, Abram' s use of an 

ecologically mspITed metaphor which hkens phenomenology's perceptual gestalt to the 

"sotl," "humus," or "ground" of all other human enterpnses 1s unwittmgly apt with 1t, 
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Abram sunultaneously mserts both ecology and phenomenology mto a represented/ 

representative model wherem such complex mstitut10ns as language and science become 

"expressive" of a pure antecedent content The fact that such a promment mstance of 

rhetonc can be used to make such an anti-rhetoncal, antt-metaphoncal pomt speaks, 

once agam, to the convergences of an empmcal m1mes1s and an Anstotehan one m 

identity politics models (see above, 40-43) 2 

And identity poht1cs Abram's phenomenology 1s If radical ecology 1s generally 

susp1c1ous of phenomenology's emphasis on human consc10usness as reahty ( albeit a 

refigured reality), 1t shares Abram's vtew that change will be aclueved through 

awakerung dormant aspects of that consciousness As we've seen, certam versions of 

radical ecology seek the recovery of our "natural 1dentit1es", Abram's phenomenology 

seeks a "recuperation of the mcarnate sensonal dimension of expenence" which "bnngs 

wtth 1t a recuperat10n of the hvmg landscape m which we are corporeally embedded" 

(65) Like the deep ecologists, Abram speaks of this "consc1ousness-ra1smg" process as 

one of "discovery" a human "return to our senses" wtll lead us to "discover our sensory 

perceptions to be simply our part of a vast mterpenetratmg webwork of perceptions and 

sensations borne by countless other bodtes" (65) Ultimately, he says, "to acknowledge 

the hfe of the body, and to affirm our sobdanty with the physical form, 1s to 

acknowledge our existence as one of the earth' s ammals, and so to remember and 

reJuvenate the orgamc basis of our thoughts and our mtelbgence" ( 4 7) As m other 

identity poht1cs, the "dtscovery" of a naturalized and uruversal identity 1s seen as the 

basis for change 

An eco-phenomenological approach, m fact, exceeds radical ecological versions 

of 1dent1ty pohtics m Its more sophisticated elaboration of the relationship of 

consciousness to the surrounding world. Where deep ecology suggests self-reabz.at1on 
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through a conscious process of 1dentificat10n WI th the nonhuman, Abram' s 

phenomenology 1mphes that such stnvmg 1s unnecessary because our 1dent1ty With the 

object-world 1s the premise for percept10n, 1t has only to be awakened from a dormant 

state This, m turn, explams phenomenology' s appeal to a pseudo-ecocntic hke Bushell 

If the phenomenological world 1s "a world founded on the surety of consc10usness, but 

also a world m which the sensible and the felt have ontological beanng" (Bushell 48), 

then the rhetoncal function of language may be reconciled WI th its referential function, 

such that "a metaphor transports the reader to nothing less than a Lebenswelt ( a hfe­

world), to use Husserl ' s term, ma type of Gestalt at the moment of metaphonc 

apprehension" ( 4 7) 

But phenomenology also has the potential to open onto an ecological politics, and 

an allied ecocnt1c1sm, of performat1v1ty Although Abram' s claim that "phenomenology 

1s the Western philosophical tradition that has most forcefully called mto question the 

modern assumption of a smgle, wholly determmable, obJect1ve reality" (31) overstates 

the case, 1t nonetheless suggests the power of phenomenology to contest ecocentnsm's 

and ecocnt1c1sm' s valuation of the "natural envu onment as empmcal reality" (Buell, 

Env1ronmental Imagmahon 21) As Vmcent Descombes pomts out, Merleau-Ponty' s 

work 1s open to a double readmg 1f, as Merleau-Ponty ms1sts, we "return to a ' true 

cogzto' , namely the ' I perceive' beneath the ' I thmk' ," then "The ongm of truth 1s 

particular, relative, human" and "the phenomenon 1s only a semblance", but because 

Merleau-Ponty' s phenomenological prem1ses prohibit dlstingwshmg between bemgs as 

objects and bemgs as subjects, "Although 1t 1s human, the ongin of truth 1s ' the absolute 

source"' (68) Abram chooses the second reading, which constitutes "the search for a 

more ancient ongm, for a more ongmary neuter , the source common to both subject 

and object" (Descombes 68) On the other hand, Elizabeth Grosz, a thinker who also 
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seeks to utilize the resources of phenomenology for social movement theonzmg, chooses 

a version of the frrst readmg More specifically, Grosz's attempt to theonze a "corporeal 

femtIDsm" usmg, among other thmgs, phenomenology offers a model m which that 

philosophical paradigm is emphatically not pressed into the service of identity politics 

Readmg Grosz' s human body as the "body of nature," we see how her account dovetails 

with the concerns, outlined m the first two chapters, of a poststructurally-mclined 

ecological poht1cs and ecocntic1sm Grosz argues that while the body cannot not be seen 

as pre-social, 

Nor, on the contrary, can the body itself be regarded as purely a social, cultural, 
and s1grufying effect lackmg its own weighty matenahty The very mteract1on 
and engagement of the natural with the cultural, the product10n of the natural in 
the (specific) terms of the cultural, the cultural as the (reverse) precond1t10n of 
the natural - m short, the bmary opposition between the cultural and the natural -
needs careful recons1derat1on It 1s not adequate to simply dismiss the category of 
nature outnght, to completely retranscnbe it without residue into the cultural 
Culture itself can only have meanmg and value m terms of its own other(s) when 
its others are obhterated - as tends to occur withm the problematic of social 
construct10msm - culture in effect takes on all the immutable, fixed 
charactenstics attnbuted to the natural order Thetr relation 1s neither a 
d1alect1c nor a relation of identity but 1s marked by the mterval, by pure 
difference (21) 

Merleau-Ponty 1s one of the theonsts Grosz draws on to reconsider the 

relationship between the cultural and the natural She points out that lus attempt to 

overcome Cartesian duahsms (of mind/body, culture/nature, ultimately subJect/obJect) is 

a lughly soph1st1cated one which, antic1patmg "Demda' s supplementary readmgs of 

dichotomous polanzations, attempts to take up and utihze the space m between, the ' no­

man's land' or gulf separating oppos1t10nal terms Th.ts 1mposs1ble, excluded middle 

predates and makes possible the binary terms msofar as It precedes and exceeds them, 

insofar as It 1s uncontainable in either term" (94) In Grosz' s reading of phenomenology, 

unhke m Abram' s, perception or expenence does not become an unproblematic ground 
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for knowledge, for 1t 1s not "duectly" or "1mmed1ately" mtelhgible If, Grosz pomts out, 

much poststructurahsm sees expenence "as somethmg to be explamed away as sunply 

untrustworthy or ' ideological' ," Merleau-Ponty doesn't simply oppose tlus perspective by 

reassertmg tb.e spontaneously articulate character of expenence, but rather presents 

expenence itself, mall its complexity, "as somethmg to be explamed" (95) His work 

thus becomes a resource for the ecological politics vanously descnbed m this thesis as 

comic, performat1ve, and postmodern - a pohtics mterested m occupymg the "no-man's 

land" between the represented and representattve terms and thus, as Torgerson and 

Sandtlands, with Grosz, claim, mterested m exceedmg bmansm 

The aspect ofMerleau-Ponty' s Wide-rangmg "explanatton" of percept10n perhaps 

most relevant to the work of Jone Graham 1s his notion of the flesh, "the term Merleau­

Ponty uses to designate bemg, not as plemtude, self-1dent1ty, or substance but as 

divergence or noncomc1dence" (Grosz 100) Because "Between feelmg (the dtmens1on 

of subJect1V1ty) and bemg felt (the dlmens10n of obJectuahty) 1s a gulf spanned by the 

mdetermmate and reversible phenomenon of the bemg touched of the touching" (100)­

a phenomenon fundamental to perception - perception itself is understood as flesh, the 

reversib1hty or reflexivity ofbemg But as such, flesh sigrufies not, as Abram claims, an 

unabashed ammism, a pomt of unproblematic contact between perceiver and perceived 

when the subJect recogruzcs that the obJect of its perception "ts a sentient sub3ect hke 

myself, and that I, too, am an obJect for hts [ or its, m the case of nonhuman entitles] 

gaze" (67) Grosz notes that "Instead of any anthropomorphism or arum1sm, Merleau­

Ponty 1s cla1mmg not an actual but only an m-pnnciple reversib1hty of seer and seen or 

toucher and touched" ( 101 ) Because "The subject can at best expenence the 

transformatton of one pos1t1on mto another, but never therr 1dent1ty" ( 102), 

phenomenology remams at odds With ecological 1dent1ty poht1cs' s pro3ect of a human 
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recovery of our fundamental identity with the nonhuman world Merleau-Ponty's 

dtssolvmg of the subJect/object split through his notion of perception as the flesh's 

revers1b1hty does not entrul the subJect simply locatmg itself m the object and vice versa, 

and thus d1scovermg a basic alignment of mterests Perception as flesh, the revers1b1hty 

ofbemg, 1s not a moment of 1dentificatlon, rather, percept10n 1s the differentzatwn of the 

subject from other objects, but a differentiation made possible by those very objects' 

mterzmpltcatwn wzth the subject As such, 1t stands "midway between mmd and body [as 

both the subJect's body and the body of nature] and reqwres the functiomng of both," and 

1s "Neither empmc1sm nor idealism" (94) Or, as Descombes suggests, 1t 1s a reformed 

1deahsm, for "the identity of sub1ect and ob1ect - the fundamental proposition of 

1deahsm - transpires within mcomplet1on, non-comc1dence, penumbra" (71 , his 

emphasis) A phenomenological account of perception mterested m showmg how both 

our and the world's objectivity are conditioned by our subjectivity, and vice versa, 1s thus 

broadly consonant with an ecological politics of performatlvity concerned with pomtmg 

out that neither ass1m1latmg the self to the objectual d1mens1on ofMerleau-Ponty's flesh, 

nor assim1latmg the world to its subJect1ve dimension, will yield a responsible ecological 

mandate Phenomenology rellllnds us that m ecological poht1cs neither self nor world 

are ever simply "given " 

Materialism 

A phenomenological view of percept10n particularly animates Graham' s fifth book, 

Materzalzsm (1993) Although the limits and idiosyncracies of percept10n are one of 

Graham's abiding poetic concerns, here, more than m any other book, she drrectly 

confronts the perspect1val character of the mteraction, through both perception and 

wntmg, of mmd and world Gone are the re-wntmgs of myth prevalent m The End of 
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Beauty (1987) and Regwn of Unllkeness ( 1991) They are replaced by "an mtncate 

meditation on what happens when we try to make sense of the world through 

descnpt1on" (Gardner 196) In these poems, Graham slows the perceptual process down 

to the pomt the pomt of stallmg, mterrogating the very way she uses language to register 

expenence She thus foregrounds the non-comc1dence of the perce1vmg subject with, 

simultaneously, itself and the objects 1t perceives And herem hes both her sumlanty to 

and difference from McKay where McKay tends to engage the subject's non­

comc1dence with the outer world, showing through comedy how the subJect performs a 

senes of relattonsh1ps to 1t, Graham 1s concerned with the mtenmphcat1on of both the 

"unfirushed subject" and "the equally unfimshed object" (Descombes 71) 

Maten a/ ism occupies an mteresting place m Graham's oeuvre If, as Thomas 

Gardner claims, all of Graham's books raise m vanous ways "the issue of the hnuts of 

knowing" (196), or, m Willard Sp1egelman's reading, all mvolve "expenments with 

looking and descnbmg" ("New Way" 244), Materzalzsm's smgle-mmded exploration of 

mmutely bounded moments of percept10n of matenal objects 1s uruque amongst them 

Many cntics have seen Graham's shift to a more expansive and open-ended poetic form 

m The End of Beauty as the turrung pomt m her work But James Longenbach disagrees 

Argumg against the conventional narrative that locates The End of Beauty as Graham's 

'"breakthrough' to unprecedented formal and ideological freedom" (101), he casts 

Graham's poetic ventures m terms of the tension between a "'big hunger'- the formal 

audaciousness and cultural relevance [Graham] associates with modennsm" (101) and 

the fear of "unearned weight" that troubled the modemJsts 3 Rather than seemg 

Graham' s poetic progress as lmear, Longenbach lmks the poetic projects of Graham's 

second and fourth books, Eroswn and Regwn of Unlzkeness, and those of her thrrd and 

fifth books, The End of Beauty and Matenalrsm The former two, Longenbach clanns, 
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recover the "big hunger" of modermsm by usmg an analogical or spatial method which 

causes the poems, no matter how much they may "lament the ethical or political 

repercussions of aesthetic closure," to "themselves chck shut" ( 105) The latter two, m 

contrast, are wntten m "a more resolutely linear manner" (107) which recovers a 

"powerful distrust of 'unearned weight"' ( 111 ), a distrust which spnngs from a poetic 

and philosophical modesty Graham herself has made a comment about The End of 

Beauty that apphes equally to Materzalzsm "There I basically wanted to say (formally) 

'Look, see these loose threads Is it responsible to weave them back m? Is 1t responsible 

to let you feel hke they can be woven back m? Isn't that sort ofhke saymg, on some 

level, that the govern.mg deity overseemg this mess has plans?"' ("Interview" 220) 

If the poems of these books, hke those of Eroswn and particularly Regwn, sustam 

a cnt1que of closure, unhke those books, they actually enact the idea that "human 

freedom hes m errancy and digress10n," shymg away from the analogical mode's 

tendency to "solv[e] the poem's puzzle before we have a chance to feel its mystery" 

(104) Paradoxically, Longenbach suggests that the openness created by a lmear rather 

than spatial techmque 1s, among other thmgs, an openness to closure Materzalzsm's 

strength, Longenbach claims, denves from its construct10n of "a compelling cntique not 

only of closure but of openness as well" (107) Its (lmear) dramatizations of 

consc10usness suggest "the complexities that lurk between our moments as they pass" 

( 107), the permanence of an "unresolved tension" (116) between self and other, the 

matenal and the abstract, closure and openness, and, ultimately, "the twm exigencies of 

the 'big hunger"' and 'unearned weight"' (116) Neither of the two books that follow 

Materzalzsm, The Errancy (1997) and Swarm (2000), enacts these tensions qmte so 

nakedly In The E"ancy, Gardner claims, the "mcandescence" that Graham has made of 

"the distance between the mmd's web and the world' s atomic separateness" (198) m 



98 

Matenallsm is contmually "threatened wtth guttenng out" due to the exhaustion 

engendered by fully registenng the wreckage of "the dream of reason" (202) 

Incandescence, m many ways a comic moment, yields to some degree to tragedy 4 Tlus, 

m turn, may explam Graham's shift m Swarm to a more explicitly theological line of 

questionmg wlnch locates the vicissitudes of perception and expenence wttlun the 

problematic of human mortahty Although these poems do not employ the analogical 

method Longenbach associates wtth Graham's attempt to recover a "big hunger," 

Graham's overt, occasionally facile, engagement wtth large theological frames s1mtlarly 

tends to make the poems "chck shut " Of all Graham's books, then, Matenailsm most 

lends 1tselfto the kmd of ecocntical readmg I'm trymg to develop 

Writing the Visible World 

The poems m Material ism fall mto three crudely defined categones s and adaptations 

drawn from a range of phtlosophers and other poets, ostensibly straightforward 

"descnpnve" poems concerned wtth narrator's perception and transcnpt1on of a 

particular expenence m "the vIS1ble world", and poems wluch explore the same terram 

usmg a set of mterlaced narrattves rather than a smgle narrative, m a revtsed version of 

what Longenbach calls Graham' s "analogical method " Although Graham' s use of other 

works has mteresnng implications for the quesnons I'm explonng here,5 I'm gomg to 

concentrate on the latter two groups of poems, discussmg specific techruques Graham 

employs m order to ra1se some of phenomenology's central issues 

Poems belonging to the first group are charactenzed by a smgle narrative m 

which the speaker attempts to hone descnpttvely m on a farrly quottd1an expenence, 

trymg for perfect transcnptton, only to find herself runrung up agamst the failure of 

words to evoke not only the so-called obJective matenal world, but even her hved 
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mteract1on with 1t Graham sets out the poetic, whtch 1s paradox.1cally also an antt­

poettc, governmg these poems m Matenaltsm's thud poem, "In the Hotel" 1t begms " 1) 

start m the middle and 2) be self- / effacmg said the v01ce- remote and merciful 1t 

seemed- / m the dream and then I awoke" (7) These two mtertwmed chrecttves - to 

start m the nuddle 1s a way ofbemg self-effacmg, smce 1t lillphes a processual view of 

the world, rather than an ego-centred narrative one - suggest a method which wtll render 

"the v1s1ble world" as "truly" as possible Before the sentence 1s even firushed, however, 

the problem wtth this poetic rears up, m the form of the " f ' who awakes from the dream 

These first three Imes encapsulate one of Graham's central dilemmas The question, 

basic to phenomenology, of how we engage the surroundmg world Without drowmng 1t m 

human consc10usness replays itself over and over, yielding an array of answers, over the 

course of Matenalzsm 

It appears m particularly sharp focus m the first poem (followtng a set of the 

prefatory quotations) of the book, "Notes on the Reality of the Self " Here the speaker 

starts firmly m the middle, begmnmg with the Imes, "Watching the nver, each handful of 

1t closmg over the next" (3) Graham's poems often begm wtth a narrator watching or 

seemg an object which wtll become a central llllage of the poem, but what is unusual 

here 1s the highly delayed appearance of a grammatical subject In many earlier poems, 

and even m later poems m Materzaltsm, Graham begms by spec1fymg an "I" who is both 

watcher and recorder 6 But m the first ''Notes," the nver and its movement, object of 

that subject's gaze, take centre stage While the subject is implied, 1t is absent as a 

v1s1ble grammatical mark and thus as the contemplatmg consc10usness foregrounded m 

some of the other poems Because the "f' doesn' t appear until partway through the 

poem, "watchmg" 1s both a present participle, as 1s "closmg," and an active verb m the 

present progressive Thus the narrator descnbes an 1magmed contmuous process - m the 
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imperfect present - mdependent of the "watch.mg" "Oakhmbs, / gnawed at by waterfilm, 

hfted, re-hfted, lapped-at all day", "Last year' s leaves, commg unstuck from shore, / 

npplmg suddenly agam and earned bobbmg, circling", "The long brown throat of 1t 

suckmg up from some faraway melt" (3) Through this grammatical pattern, the 

speaker' s presence m the scene as its perceiver 1s as "effaced" as possible Observation 

and transcnpt10n ostensibly make up the whole of her tmtlal act1v1ty Because she 1s 

only a consciousness mscnbed by the world, "Nothmg ts VIrtual " 

But this happy state of affatrs cannot persist The narrattng self enters the poem 

midway through, m a simple perfect present declarative ("I let the dog loose m this 

stretch") and everythmg changes, mcludmg the complexion of the previous lmes The 

next statement, "Crocus I appear m the gassy dank leaves" shifts from an 1magmed 

portrait of a contmuous present to a consciousness hm1ted by time and space The 

crocuses are not "appeanng" out of the ground "all day" as the oakhmbs were 1magmed 

to be "lifted, re-lifted, lapped-at all day " Rather the crocuses "appear" to the watcher, 

the "I" mtroduced m the previous sentence, as she moves around, changmg her field of 

v1s10n The world 1s now narrowed to what 1s perceived, as opposed to what zs, to use 

one of Graham's later contrasts, 1t becomes "a self-portrait of the unmargmed thing by 

the margmed thing" (Errancy 9) due to the mtroductton of the located, hm1ted, eye of the 

beholder Accordmgly, the subject of the poem shifts from the actions of the surroundmg 

world, to the actions of the watcher "Many / earth gasses, rot gasses / I take them m, 

breath at a time, I put my I breath back out / onto the scented nnmatenal How the 

mv1S1ble / r01ls " 

Although the move from world as subject to perce1vmg narrator as subject seems 

a loss, 1t 1s also, from Graham's phenomenological perspective, mev1table The 

mtroductton of the narrator' s "I" mto the poem tm.medtately casts doubt upon the 
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obJectiv1ty and completeness of the earlier descnpt1on When the narrator comments, 

"How the mVIstble / roils I see 1t from here and then / I see it from here," she doesn't 

repeat herself Even the "mvis1ble," the "1mmatenal," changes wtth her movement from 

"here" to "here " Or equally, and simultaneously even the mv1S1ble changes With time, 

with the mfirnte procession of "thens" which charactenzes perception With th.ts 

reahzatlon, the lilltial descnpt1on of the nver becomes partial, and the narrator amves at 

the central quest10n of the poem and, cntics have argued, of both Materzalzsm and her 

work more broadly "Is there a new way of lookmg - / valences and little hooks -

meVItab1hties, proba- / b1hties?" Havmg reahzed the mstab1hty of her 1rntial portrait, 

Graham's narrator searches for a way of lookmg that consists of contmuously pausmg 

perception to make guesses, assessments and transcnpt10ns that are not "true," but rather 

way-stations, the "hooks" onto which the mmd catches the world until 1t squrrms free and 

"each nghtness [snaps] loose " She uses 1taltcs to 1dent1fy as hooks some of the phrases 

her mmd supphes to the scene ("The nature of goodness the mmd exhales // see myself 

I am a w 1demng angle of I and nevertheless and this performance has rapidly-" [ 4]) 

Her mmd 1s "correct, correct agam" only msofar as "each nghtness [snaps] loose " 

The new way of lookmg, then, mvolves contmual revision, a potentially mfirnte 

perceptual and hngwstic graspmg which pms down the world only to let it loose agam 

In descnbmg the mmd' s rev1s1onary action, the narrator returns to the imperfect present 

tense of the openmg of the poem, showmg that 1t 1s not so much the world that 1s always 

m process (although 1t may be - we must remam agnostic on that pomt) but our mmds, 

which never cease "natlmg each pomt and then each next nght pomt, mter- I lockmg, 

correct, correct agam, each nghtness snappmg loose, / floatmg, hook m the air, swtrhng, 

seed-down" (3) In a radical final move, Graham actually enacts the argument of the 

poem, submitting its authontative v01ce to its own cnttque and thus forcmg 1t from its 
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status as foundational narrative She does this by crossing the narratmg v01ce of the 

poem and the italicized v01ce of the mmd The mmd supplies the phrase "the evidence of 

the visual henceforth," but, unlike the preceding phrases, this one is not safely contamed 

as a "nghtness snappmg loose" withm the narrative of the poem, rather, we see tlus 

"hook" mfecting the very v01ce that domesticated 1t, as that voice adopts the word 

"henceforth" to complete its descnptlon of way perception 1s fixed and discarded The 

dommant voice of the poem thus loses the mnocence 1t had gamed with its admission, 

mid-poem, of its own part1ahty, for the entue poem may be seen as yet another 

"nghtness" or "hook" which must snap loose Graham 1mphes the dangers of self­

confessed partiality itselfbecommg a ground, ending the poem on a note, similar to that 

achieved by McKay m "The Great Blue Heron," of thoroughly negative knowledge Like 

McKay, she suggests that the performative character of our relat1onshtps to the 

nonhuman world means that we are always domg pohtics from the ms1de, and must find 

ways to srrnultaneously make meamng and acknowledge, m that meanmg, our shifting 

location 

Accordingly, this set of "Notes on the Reality of the Self' does not imply that the 

self rs the only reality, smce that of the world cannot be discovered Not only 1s the 

speaker thrown back on her own perspectival consc10usness yet not perrrntted to make 1t 

a new ground, but Graham's question, directly following her query about "a new way of 

lookmg," "Is this the body I know as me?" (3) suggests a most phenomenological reason 

why she cannot because she mhab1ts the very dtVIde between subject and object Smee 

her expenence comes through her body ("I take them m, breath at a trrne, I put my / 

breath back out", "I see 1t", "Can you smell 1t" [3]), the process of constantly rev1smg 

perception and descnption cannot become an entuely mental, ideal one Yet she is also 

never self-1dent1cal with that "perce1VIng self," exceedmg 1t jUSt as she exceeds the world 
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(or, equally, as the world exceeds her) 

The fear that she will come down on the side of idealism IS as real for Graham as 

her determmat10n, m Matena/Jsm, not to pose as a neutral velncle through wlnch matter 

may express Itself In "Steenng Wheel," the speaker agam confronts the perceived world 

as somethmg wlnch won' t submit to descnption, or even to orderly perception As m the 

first "Notes," she begms with an attempt at transcnptlon, this tune of the expenence of 

loolang m her rear-view mirror to back out of her dnveway, only to find 1t breakmg 

down In tlns poem, however, the breakdown 1s more adnutted than discovered 

Thoroughly aware of what she has been attemptmg (perhaps 1t 1s s1gruficant that the "I" 

domg the seemg and descnbmg 1s clearly set down m the first hne ), the narrator follows 

her first sentence, a 14-hne descnptive utterance, with the agitated staccato of three end­

stopped lmes "Oh but I haven't gotten 1t nght / You couldn' t say that 1t was matter / I 

couldn't say that 1t was sadness" (5) But despite havmg dismissed her own attempt to 

render her scene, as well as the ch01ces of stnctly obJecttve and subJectlve mterpretat1on, 

the speaker agam succumbs to the 1rres1st1ble temptation of the v1S1ble, breathlessly 

pushmg on m her attempt to mclude all elements of the expenence, to get everythmg mto 

the poem Pushmg away doubts, wlncb come to her m the form of a remembered 

quotation, "we have to regam the moral pleasure / of expenencmg the distance between 

subject and object" (5), she suggests that her phenomenological gestalt 1s a "law" 

composed of all vanables, subjective and objective 

That all-mclus1ve law 1s lilltially an msplTed chmce of metaphor to comprehend 

all elements of the event of back.mg out of the dnveway rather than backmg up mto the 

leaves, she 1s now "slowly backmg up / the dusty dnveway mto the law / composed of 

updraft, downdraft, weight of these dned / rmdwmter leaves" ( 5) But the metaphor of a 

law swiftly becomes a useless descnpt1ve deVJce as her attempt to specify 1t, to break 1t 
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down mto parts, returns her to the metonymic techmque she reJected as madequate, to 

the potentially mfimte process of hstmg elements of the expenence as "parts" of the 

hypothesized "law " Although this kmd of crrculanty echoes that of "Notes," the speaker 

here doesn't suggest the phenomenological negotiation 1mphed there, whereby she 

manages to choose neither idealism nor empmcism The fmal couplet, set off spatially 

from the rest of the poem, has a desperate edge to it "Though there are, there really are, / 

Thmgs m the world, you must believe me" (6) The speaker believes that not only has 

she failed to descnbe those thmgs, she has actually detracted from their mdependent 

reality ("Though there are" may be glossed as "But despite what I've said, there are") 

Contrasted with "Notes," this poem contams a certam dark humour what degree of self­

absorption would be necessary for the speaker to imagine that her halting descnpt10n 

would destroy the reader' s "faith" m the matenal world? Meanwlule, the "But there are" 

mtefjection, m claiming poetic failure, actually aclueves exactly what the speaker said 

she couldn' t do On the other hand, the mtefjection is also utterly mgenuous, as 1t 

expresses what seems to be a genuine concern with the power of descnpt1on, no matter 

how Jagged, to lull one mto a comfortable polarization of speaker and spoken-about, 

representative and represented, such that the former becomes an mstrument for the latter 

Graham suggests that whether the thmg descnbed is reahsm's "empmcal" reality, or the 

ostensibly self-reflexive process of descnption itself, the shp mto trustmg the narrative 

voice as transparent is almost mev1table From tlus perspective, the speaker' s "you must 

believe me" translates as "you must not bebeve me," such that 1t means both at once 

The seduction of descnpt1on 1s further explored m the second "In the Hotel," 

wluch, hke a handful of other poems, uses direct address to the reader to foreground the 

relat10nslup on which descnption 1s prermsed. Here the speaker descnbes - m fractured, 

1mphc1t fasluon - hstenmg to a couple mak:mg love m another room of a motel m the 
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rruddle of the rught Intenrunglmg details from her own room ( a descnphon of the 

green-glowmg clock, the weight of the bed covers) with those of the sounds she hears, 

her account 1s m effect stream-of-consciousness, punctuated with long dashes Followmg 

the couple's chmax, she nses from bed and refocuses her consciousness on the room 

wluch, 1Il1t.Ially "almost hot wtth black" (Dream 173) has become "Black gorged wtth 

absences" (174) She begms to elaborate on a metaphor she created hstenmg to the 

couple, "the weight of the covers now upon me hke the world' s shut hd, / shut fast- not 

opemng-," claimmg that, m the followmg silence, the room is 

like an eyelid 
spanked open 

wtde, I np 1t, I np 1t further-as 1f ms1de 1t now the million 
tmy shppages could go to work, the wlustlmg 

of absence 
where the thmg should care for us-
where Justice shifts and reslufts the bits to make 

tomorrow-
tuelessly-kmgdom of scnbble and lmger (174) 

With tlus metapoet1c sequence, the speaker suggests that her makmg of the poem IS an 

act of v10lence, a "nppmg" of the metaphoncal eyehd of the world, which dunng the 

"pure" expenence of ltstemng was "shut fast " She cannot sunply let It go, but must try 

to make "the thmg," the surroundmg mdtfferent world, "care" for her In a sense, this 

passage 1s dishonest, smce 1t denounces a proJected action, "scnbble and lmger," wluch 

has m fact already been achieved m the course of the poem, and thus, bke "Steenng 

Wheel," succeeds through its very failure 

But 1t, too, exceeds that tnck, smce its turn back on itself spnngs from a 

seemmgly genume desire on the part of the speaker to be responsible to herself, to her 

reader, to the world Immediately followmg the passage quoted above, the speaker asks, 

"What do you / want, you, hsterung here wtth me now? Inside the / monologue, / what 
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would you msert? What word? / What mark upon the pleatmg blacknesses of hotel au? / 

What, to open It? To make It hear you To make It hear me" (174) The reader' s 

unpulse, the speaker suggests, 1s consonant with the poet's to make a "mark " If she 

breaks the speaker' s "monologue," It will not fundamentally change the nature of the 

poetic enterpnse as descnbed here, for the reader' s word, the speaker tells her reader, 

will serve as an attempt "To make 1t hear you To make It hear me " Both speaker and 

reader are equally locked m a "smgleness" that pushes them to a desperation not unhke 

that of the speaker m "Steenng Wheel" ("Who will hear us? What shall we do?" [174]) 

The speaker here takes matters mto her own hands, cla1mmg to surrender herself to the 

blackness, turnmg to the clock, blackness' s "green, exactest,/ gift / m which you say 

yourself, m which you say only yourself' ( 175) In a certam sense, this 1s another 

admission of failure, as the speaker takes time as the only reality she can grasp of the 

perceptual expenence she has tned to register Becommg blackness' s "servant," and 

thus the vessel for expenence, 1s a matter of subDllttmg to time This 1s a thoroughly 

phenomenological moment Descombes pomts out that the non-comcidence of the self 

and, consequently, the world, 1s a function of time The speaker's frustrated conclusion, 

then, that perception 1s time, grasps one of the central aspects of the phenomenological 

view of reality 

Perception and Possession 

The other maJor group of poems m Materialism, those that use a senes of narratives 

rather than a smgle one, explores the same issues as the more descnpt1ve poems I've Just 

discussed Longenbach warns agamst readmg these multI-narrattve poems hke the 

"analogical" poems of Erosion and Region, pomtmg out that although these poems "pull 

together wildly disparate matenals" and so "may resemble the longer poems of Region," 
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"Their narratives do not match up analogically but move steadily If mexphcably 

forward" (112) Rather than creatmg, through analogy, "a region of ' likeness' m which 

all metaphors are hteralized, all stones are the same story one thing Is likened to another 

thing but also 1s that thing" (106), the narrative poems of Materzahsm evoke snrulanty m 

tandem with difference, subJect and obJect as "mterlaced one with the other, not 

externally but through their revers1b1hty and exchangeab1hty, their s1m1lanty-m­

difference and d1fference-m-similanty" (Grosz 103) I wtll take as exemplars of this 

method the hnked poems "Concernmg the Right to Life" and "The Dream of the Urufied 

Field," both ofwh1ch open with a descnpt1on of the speaker's perceptual engagement 

with a matenal obJect ( a rose and snowflakes) and close with Imes adapted from 

Chnstopher Columbus's Journal from hts first voyage to the New World Within these 

similar frames, a set of narratives "hoked by the arbitrary repetition of particular words" 

(Longenbach 112) raises Materzalzsm' s charactenst1c quenes regardmg the 

mtenmphcat1on of subject and obJect 

"Concerrung the Right to Life" begins as the more descnpt1ve poems of the book 

do, wtth a subject's attempt to record m detail a perceptual encounter with the 

surroundmg world, m this case a bloom.mg rose, the poetic flower par excellence Her 

reactions span the spectrum of epistemological approaches she alternates between a 

conviction of its mdifference (1t stands "tall as a man I on its senseless stem" 

[Matenalzsm 14]), a desire to persorufy 1t ("I looked mto Its face-its 

authorship-accretion of dtscardtngs looked for the hvmg m there-half-awake- I 

sultry, a fellow destmy to rrune" [14]), an awareness of her own partic1pat1on m the 

perceptual process ("My fate II crossed out along my silly white extended arm-five II 

fingers flared I to somehow prolong desire I out past the sticky glove of matter" [ 15]), 

and, finally, the temptat10n to compare her mabtl1ty to really "look" at 1t to the failure of 
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those who permitted the VJctuns of the Holocaust to be carted away "locked m the 

cattlecars" (the face of the rose reminds her of"the stiff even rows of faces" behmd the 

shuttmg doors of the tram [ 15]) Although tlns v1s1on of the rose 1s presented last, 1t IS 

not pnVJleged, as 1t would hkely be m the analogical poems, as Graham's final statement 

on perception, perception 1s not mherently the malfeasance, the tn1qmty of subject 

agamst object, that the metaphor suggests tt to be Rather, the speaker returns to ''th.ts 

one face m the dusk my hand upon 1t" (15) and, m yet another Grahamian moment of 

frustrated unknowmg, turns to the tlnngs themselves, askmg them to both "Pity us" and 

"Judge us" for the spectacle of perception that she's Just enacted, a spectacle that we 

hterally embody 

The next three narratives vanously explore this same dilemma Fust, the narrator 

m the waitmg room of an abortion chmc tnes to correlate the phys1cabty of her fetus, 

"the immaculate spot witlnn," to the vanous concepts that attach to It and the abortion of 

1t- ''the freedom of I ch01ce, 11lustnous / sleep, bloody spot" (16) Her almost chdd-hke 

request of God, "to make these words have / matenahty- / make there be a tmy draft / 

Just beneath them-there-make them displace something to be- a sub1ect­

mdifferent to rot as matter,/ rotting, ts / mdifferent" (16), IS a request that human 

meaning be made, like matter, "mdifferent," mert, beyond contention But her followmg 

descnptlon of the protesters makes It clear that, m a phenomenological world, such a 

dream cannot come true, as the protesters' conflict becomes thoroughly embodied they 

wear particular clothes, theu placards are wntten m magic-marker, they stand amongst 

blowmg leaves and bnlhant acacias, therr screams are countered by sirens The 

speaker's concludmg questions, "What can happen? / What 1s the worst that can 

happen?" (18) have deadly import, smce the worst that can happen 1s, m fact, death (for 

the antI-abort1ornsts, the death of the fetus, for the pro-choice, the death of a doctor or 
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woman haVJng an abortion) But they may also be read as less doom-laden, for the 

second question 1s often posed as a rhetoncal one, to gently ndicule someone whose 

fears are out of proport10n to a s1tuat10n In th.ls case, the speaker might well be 

wondenng whether the drama created around both her own and the protesters' struggles 

1s not somehow disproportionate, given the fact that our efforts to gam a sohd 

ep1stemolog1cal footing end m our askmg that the nonhuman both pity and Judge our 

bumblmg 

The idea of disproportion reappears m the followmg two shorter narratives The 

first presents a mother struck by the contrast between her own desperate attent10n to her 

daughter's fever and the ordinanness of her daughter's room, filled with the pnzed 

possessions of cluldhood (18), while the second offers a rather dense readmg of the 

V 1rgin Mary's phys1cahty tamted by the "red idea" that is the Messiah ( 19) The sense of 

mcongrmty peaks m the poem's final section, which adapts a passage from Columbus's 

diary Graham has chosen tu revise the passage, addressed to Columbus'::. ruyal patron~ 

m Spam, such that 1t emphasizes his perceptions of the sameness and difference of the 

new landscape Although the trees "are green now as m Spam m the month of I May and 

June I and the same wtth flower and wtth everything," still he claims that "nothmg was 

recognized, I nothing'" (19) The only thmg he does recogruze, the "red aloe," he 

coloruzes - he orders "great quantities / brought to the slnp / to take to Your / Highness" 

( 19-20) The excerpt ends with Columbus agam descnbmg the new m terms of the old 

"the day ts hot and the mghts temperate / as m May m Spam m Andalusia" (20) In a 

sense the poem has come full cJJcle, as Columbus's perceptual encounter with the flora 

of the New World echoes the speaker's own encounter with the rose But we must not 

seek an easy conflation of the two that reads perception as subJectrve colomzat1on of the 

"real" the detour through the other narratives, all of which explore the mtersect10n of 
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matenahty and ideahty, suggests that the mvocation of Columbus doesn't operate solely 

as a cntique of the potential "hubns" (Longenbach 114) of the mental chmens10n of 

expenence If the "nght to hfe" of the title also sigmfies a "wnte to hfe," Graham's 

poem also concerns the ways m which s1gmfication 1s vitally tied up m perceivmg the 

other, the nonspeakmg matenal uruverse, as also "hfe " 

As I've mentmned, an adapted passage from Columbus's diary also closes "The 

Dream of the Urufied Field " There Columbus' s des1re for possess10n operates more 

uneqwvocally as, m Helen Vendler's words, a metaphor for the "constant human desrre 

for aesthetic [ as well as plnlosoplncal and scientific] possess10n of all space and time" 

("Excess" 87) Because the frammg narrative of tlns poem, the speaker's errand to 

dehver her daughter' s leotard dunng a snowstorm, extends across the sect10ns of the 

poem, the shift to Columbus creates a starker contrast, and demands to be read more 

ngorously agamst the rest of the poem In addition, as Longenbach pomts out, it caps a 

senes of metaphors, developed particularly m the sixth section, for "the dream that all 

matenal phenomena might be descnbed by a smgle paradigm" as the hubns of 

coloruzation (114) The only thmg I wish to add to these cnt1cs' readings 1s an emphasis 

on the narrator' s efforts, throughout the poem, to detail her physical surroundmgs 

Although the drama of the poem unfolds m its many eqwvalenc1es - the "head" of the 

tree filled with starlmgs (the coloruzers' colomzmg b1rd) becomes the pocket holdmg the 

leotard, then the narrator' s own skull, then the "cloud" of the storm itself - 1t also 

unfolds m between them, m the speaker' s perception of those matenal obJects mall theu 

physicality 

In the first sect10n, she becomes entranced with the way that the snowflakes 

disappearmg as they hit the earth and "The road with me on 1t gomg on through" imply 

that "1t really / [ 1s] possible to exist, and exist, never to be pulled back / m, given and 
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given never to be received" (Materzalrsm 176) She notes that the sound of her footfalls, 

the matenahty of her passage, "doesn't stop, doesn't/ mean " S1m1larly, m the next 

section, she descnbes the fohage of the tree m which starhngs are ahghtmg and departmg 

as bemg "Of md1fference Of mdtfferent reappearmgs" ( 177) Set agamst this 

indifference ts the mner world, her own thoughts about her daughter Yet tf these seem 

m stark contrast to the umntentioned matenal world, they also realize precisely that 

md1fference msofar as the speaker sees her daughter m all her "magic" (177) as an 

mdependent bemg, corporeally dtstmct The speaker's followmg meditations, on the 

crow whose cry 1s "Without obedience / yet not wtthout law" (178), run along the same 

Imes In the fourth section she tnes to descnbe mm, only to fall back on the formula of 

"Steenng Wheel," ms1stmg "All oft.his happened, yes Then disappeared/ mto the body 

of the crow, chorus of meamngs, / layers of blacks, then Just the crow" (178) But she 

doesn' t stop here, but instead launches mto another attempt to descnbe rum only to firush 

wtth the exclamat10n, "Is he now I disappeared agam?" (179) How can the mental 

engage the physical, Graham asks, how does consc10usness come together wtth 

matenahty such that we don't end up With the "disappearance" of one mto the other? 

The unfolding of the rest of the poem, addressed by Longenbach (114-16), 1s an 

amphficat1on of this question The speaker follows the example of her childhood 

dancmg teacher, whose ms1stence that "No one must belteve m God agam" (179) she 

lmks to the woman's confrontation wtth her own image m the mrrrored wall of the 

studio As her teacher' s "eyes eyed themselves no wavenng / / each face wantmg the 

other to take 1t" (180), she herself tnes to "make [the storm] mme" (180) to make 1t 

"take" her as she "takes" It, and so to replace the teacher's God With an all-encornpassmg 

human reach But the failure of her attempt to take ms Ide her "The Great Heights" ( 181) 

of alJ space and time IS predicted m the teacher's mab1hty to merge WI th her own mmor 
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image The speaker says that she saw m the moment of her teacher's attempt "the hght 

npplmg almost shuddenng where her body fmally / touched/ the image, the silver film 

between them hke somethmg that would have / shed itself m nature now / but wouldn't, 

couldn't, here, on tight,/ between, not thmrung, / no signal m 1t, no mformat1on" 

(180) Possession of the object by the subject, or equally, the subject by the object, turns 

out to be illusory As Longenbach explams, the shift to the passage from Columbus's 

diary "fulfil[s] Graham's dream of a 'urufied field' even as the passage 1mphc1tly 

cnt1cizes the hubns of the dream" ( 115) The poem, he claims, finally cautions agamst 

both the dream of the urufied field and "the 1deahsm of the dream of relmqwshmg all 

control" (116) of the matenal world both assume the possibility of entenng "nature" 

such that the distmction between subject and object would "shed itself " Graham's 

poem, hke phenomenological theory, suggests that although each of these positions 

1mphes the other, they cannot comcide 

The self-reflexivity of the poems of Materialrsm, then, enacts not so much an 

mevitable anthropocentnsm, m which the outer object world 1s unavoidably distorted by 

the vicissitudes of human consciousness, as the complex mterplay of sub3ect and obJect 

positions ( of both the md1v1dual and nonhuman nature) which governs all perception and 

expenence Like McKay's use of comedy and metaphor, the phenomenological 

approach of Graham's poems practices a repetition of those govern.mg codes which 1s 

both more and Jess subversive, simultaneously performing and disruptmg performances 

of our engagements wtth the matenal world Tlus approach shows how understanding 

outer "reabty" or "nature" - what Graham calls m one poem the "stem matenabsm" of 

the day (Materialism 7) - as discursively produced Is m no way mcompat1ble wtth 

affirmmg that "there are, there really are, I Thmgs m the world" (6), thmgs whose 

existence IS entITely mtenmphcated wtth our own 
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Conclusion 

The ldea that the distance between subject and object, self and other, 

consciousness and world, would have, or will, m Graham's words, "shed itself m nature" 

to produce a perfect coincidence is sunultaneously radical ecology's most radical and 

most conservative precept As this thesis has shown, while such an assumpt10n may be 

seen to embody a radically democratic impulse, its msistence that the distmct1on between 

the subJect and the mstrument of representative poht1cs wi11 dissolve with the emergence 

of subJects fully 1denhfied with nonhuman nature IS fraught with problems, not least of 

which 1s the danger that poht1cs itself becomes understood as thoroughly mstrumental, 

somethmg which will also be "shed" once we establish ( or return to) a nght relat10n to 

the earth 

When ecocnt1cism ahgns itself with such a pohtlcal paradigm, as much of it has 

1mphcitly done, 1t cannot escape becommg highly normative, focusmg exclusively on 

those texts which 1t sees as contnbutmg, through an envrronmental mtmes1s, to the 

consciousness-raising efforts of an ecological identity politics Tlus normative 

narrowing 1s a loss, for ecocnt1c1sm has the potential to make a strong case for a hnk 

between literature concerned with the nonhuman realm and ecological poht1cs, based on 

therr parallel explorations of the poss1b1hties that our soc10-poht1cal context offers for 

simultaneously invokmg and producing "nature " Much of the existing ecocnt1c1sm, 

however, chooses to spend 1ts energy dehtmtmg the boundanes of ecologically 

acceptable hterature m a manner distressmgly s1Il1llar to deep ecology's attempts to 

define what counts as ''truly" deep ecological {Ztmmerman 49-56) In the end, this 

ecocnt1c1sm submerges the poss1b1httes for makmg a more convmcmg, 1f more complex, 

lmk between ecological pohtics and literature 

I contend that, contra mamstream ecocntical dogma, poetry hke McKay's and 
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Graham's may be seen to be deeply political, part1c1patmg m the disruption. earned out 

by such theonsts as Sandilands and Torgerson, of the ecologtcal 1dent1ty pohttcs model 

subscnbed to by much radical ecology and ecocnt1c1sm Its continual de-naturahzatton, 

particularly by means of comic and phenomenologtcal approaches, of estabhshed 

relat10nslups between human and nonhuman part1c1pants at once acknowledges theu 

performative character and cames out, to a certam degree, Butler' s practice of 

subversive repetition Read m the context of an ecological poht1cs of performat1v1ty, 

McKay's and Graham' s poetry 1s seen not so much to be mformed by pohtlcal concerns 

as to embody the basic eco-poht1cal impulse to continue quest1omng and re-fashlomng 

the fictions that onent human practices m a more-than-human world 
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Notes 

Introduction 

1 Although I'll be chscussmg larger ecocnttcal trends it's important to note that there 1s 
a dtstmctton between Bnt1sh and Amencan ecocnt1c1sm Bate' s book 1s one of the 
relatively few to emerge from the Bnt1sh tradttton, which 1s, as vet. generally less 
normative than the Amen can tradition Richard Kemdge offers a bnef descnption of the 
difference between the two m his mtroduction to the Bntish ecocnttcal anthology 
Wntmg the Environment Ecocnflc1sm and Literature (1998), noting that "Amencan 
approaches and debates reflect particular Amencan condttions, such as the persistence of 
vanous forms of frontier and p10neer ideology and not least, the survwal of large 
areas of land wh.tch can be called 'wilderness'," while "a Bnttsb perspective has to 
accommodate the densely populated and suburban character of most of the Bnt1sh 
countryside, and, more unportantly, the h.tstoncal meanmgs assigned to 'nature' m 
Bntam, particularly the 1dent1ficatlon of rural life with feudahst traditions and 
hierarchies, m opposition to urban capitalism and its forms of social mob1hty" (8) As 
we'll see, Amencan ecocntlcal normativtty may be loosely connected to a wilderness 
mythology wh.tch seeks a return to a prelapsanan state of harmony with "nature," a 
mythology absent m Bntam 

2 As I mentioned m the preface, I'm employmg thts term ma farrly schematic and 
heunstic way, followmg theonsts hke Michael Zunmerman and Douglas Torgerson m 
usmg 1t to designate three mtemally diverse movements - social ecology, deep ecology, 
and ecofemimsm - all of whtch are dtstmgwshed from more mamstream "reform" 
envtronmentahsts who, m Zunmerman's words, "seek to curb mdustnal pollution and to 
use natural resources more wisely, but who do not call for basic alterations m 
modermty's mstrumentaltst vtew of nature" (3) Obviously, I do not mean to reduce any 
of these movements to any one of therr manifestations, or to conflate them with each 
other Ecofem1msm m particular, as both Zunmerman and Torgerson note, contams a 
wide range of pos1t10ns, complexly mterrelated and often at odds with each other 
Because of this, my claun that radical ecologies largely subscnbe to the pohttcal 
paradigm of 1dent1ty poht1cs should not be taken to mean that every sub-category of each 
of social ecology, deep ecology, and ecofemimsm participates m 1dent1ty poht1cs, much 
less that each part1c1pates m the very same way Rather, I'm usmg the term "rad.teal 
ecology" as shorthand for those movements which, m their des1re to challenge a 
reformist view of ecological change, tend to mvoke what Carolyn Merchant, m her essay 
"Remventmg Eden," calls a "recovery narrative" (Cronon 154-59) - a narrative of 
recovenng "a relat10nshtp of balance and harmony with the natural world" ( 156) through 
the recovery of ourselves as "natural" bemgs These tendencies exist, to varymg degrees 
and m different forms, m all three of the so-called radical ecologies One rmght argue 
that 1t would be more accurate to replace "rad.teal ecologies" with "ecological 1dent1ty 
poht1cs," smce my schematic use of the former term tends to make them mterchangeable 
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(and, mdeed, I often use them mterchangeably) I've chosen not to do tlus because such 
a move would obscure the uoruc relationslup I elaborate between a supposedly "radical" 
non-mstrumentahst politics and an mstrumentahst poht1cs of representation, a 
relationship which is, m tum, central to my argument for an alternative politics of 
performativ1ty (itself the basis of my cnt1que of mamstream ecocntic1sm) 

3 For mstance, m her mtroduction to the anthology The New Femrmst Crrtrcrsm (New 
York Pantheon, 1985), Elame Showalter outlmes three stages m the development of 
femimst hterary cnticism, a scheme which Cheryll Glotfelty, m tum, draws upon to 
descnbe the development of ecocnticism (xxn-xxiv) Showalter notes that fem1mst 
cnt1cism moved from exposmg misogyny m hterary practice to recovenng and rereadmg 
margmahzed literature by women to, finally, "a radical rethmkmg of the conceptual 
grounds ofhterary study, a revts1on of the accepted theoretical assumptions about 
readmg and wntmg that have been based entuely on male literary expenences" (8) The 
latter two phases, while highly productive, have also been the site of disputes over 
normative attempts to dehm1t "femuust" or "fem1mne" wntmg Showalter notes that the 
concept of a "female aesthetic," developed m the 1970s by some Amencan women 
wnters and based on the idea of "of an essential female identity that expressed itself 
through only one hterary style" (7), was a contentious one, as 1t suggested that only a 
"lesbian consc10usness" was fully engaged, through the female aesthetic, m fem1mst 
pohtics The French femlillst elaboration of"l'ecnture femmme," msofar as It holds 
"that women have an advantage m producmg tlus radically disruptive and subversive 
k:md of wntmg" (9), s1milarly evmces the effects of an identity pohtics model on literary 
cnt1c1sm Glotfelty' s use of Showalter' s scheme, then, has the ( uruntended) effect of 
highhghtmg the ways m which ecocnticism, hke femlillst hterary cntic1sm, contams both 
a radically democratic moment, m its questiomng of oppressive (patnarchal, 
anthropocentnc) norms, and a conservative moment, m its hm1ting of the scope of 
hterature understood to be politically engaged 

Chapter One· The Politics of Radical Ecology 

1 Although Philhps admits that the problem 1s not so much wtth the valrdrty of the 
ecosystem concept, as wtth the assumption that a theoretical entity could be "the reality 
that somehow underwntes poetry, even 1fthat poetry IS of the good old-fashioned, 
supposedly 'orgamc' sort" (582), the discussion precedmg this admlssion, and the 
footnote appended to 1t, suggest that he's considerably mvested m the charge that 
ecocnticism fails because 1t uses ecological concepts that "have not proved amenable to 
scientific confirmation" ( 581) For an overview of the argument that similarly uses 
contemporary ecologists' disprovmg of the ecosystem concept, by means of chaos theory, 
to cnticize radical ecology, see Michael ZlmIDerman (12-13) Both of these arguments 
seem misguided msofar as they permit the basic premise of a fundamental scientific, if 
not hterary, mimesis to remam mtact, and thus suggest the possib1hty of a "discovery" of 
umversal ecological pnnciples which may mform both literature and social orgamzation 
For further cons1derat10n of Phtlhps's position on ecological science, see pp 51-52 
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2 For theoretical accounts of the meamngs and funct10ns of these movements, see Jean 
Cohen, "Strategy or Identity New Theoretical Paradigms and Contemporary Social 
Movements" (Social Research 52 4 [Wmter 1985] 663-716), Klaus Eder, The New 
Polztlcs of Class Social Movements and Cultural Dynamics m Advanced Capzta/zst 
Societies (London and Newbury Park, Cahf Sage Pubhcat1ons, 1993), and Alberto 
Melucc1, Nomads of the Present Social Movements and /nd1v1dual Needs m 
Contemporary Society, ed John Keane and Paul Mier (London Hutchmson Radius, 
1989) 

3 I'm followmg the eco-theonsts I most rely on, Catnona Sandtlands and Douglas 
Torgerson, m usmg tins loaded term ma rather general way, to s1grufy an ant1-essent1ahst 
approach suspicious of claims for any discourse that 1t may grasp the "truth" of nature, 
"accurately" translatmg both nonhuman nature itself and our relations with 1t 

4 It should be noted here that certam sub-categones of the radical ecologies, particularly 
vers10ns of ecofemmism, contam postmodern elements, and Dryzek recogruzes these m 
his mdiv1dual descnptions Despite what my analysis so far has suggested, this 1s not 
necessanly a contradiction- as both Sandtlands and Torgerson pomt out, ecofemimsm m 
particular has responded m vanous ways to the cntiques of "femllllst postmodermsts" 
such as Judith Butler, Drucilla Cornell, and Donna Haraway Dryzek' s failure to 
distmgwsh these approaches as a distmct category simultaneously suggests that the 
maJonty of the movements that make up lus "green radicahsm" don't go the postmodern 
route and that, as I claim m the next note, he' s somewhat resistant to 1t himself 

5 Although Dryzek adrmts that lus own "discourse approach" 1s heaVIly mdebted to 
Michel Foucault, he emphasizes lus differences from Foucault For one thmg, he notes 
that while he sees discourse and power as connected m many different ways, he doesn't 
subscnbe to Foucault's argument that there is no d.Istmchon between them, smce 
discourse 1s the operation of power (11) Consequently, he disagrees with Foucault that 
"mdIVIduals are for the most part subJect to the discourses m which they move, and so 
seldom able to step back and make comparative assessments and chmces across different 
discourses" (20) Dryzek counters that "discourses are powerful, but they are not 
impenetrable" (20) Similarly, while his closmg argument for an ecological democracy 
which "blurs the boundary between human social systems and natural systems" (201) 
resembles postmodern arguments for politics wlnch take mto account the mev1table 
constructedness of "nature," his claim that "the nonhuman world can commurucate, and 
human dec1S1on-makmg processes can be structured so as to hsten to its commumcat1ons 
more and less well" suggests that natural, rather than human, "commurucations" become 
the bedrock of ecological politics 

6 Pitkm labels one of the mam theoretical debates the "mandate-mdependence 
controversy" (Representatron 17) and summarues the quest10n that mforms 1t as "Should 
(must) a representative do what his constituents want, or what he thmks best?" (17) In 
other words, should a representative act on the basis of the mandate given to lnm by 



those for whom he acts, or should he act mdependently, usmg his own judgment "to 
adapt and enlarge the constituents' special, separate needs mto the national welfare" 
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( 18)? Pitkin makes the crucial pomt that both positions are onented around the question 
of how representation "mak[ es] present m some sense what 1s nevertheless not literally 
present" (19) - the quest10n of what makes the representative the best mstrument of an 
ontologically pnor represented Although the debate has the potential to open onto a 
recons1deratton of the understandmg of representation itself as a mrrronng process, 
neither position questions the basic validity of that model As P1tkm notes, the concept 
of representat10n "sets the outer hrruts, beyond which we wtll no longer accept what 1s 
gomg on as an mstance of representation" (20) The suggestion that the representative 
may play a productive, rather than an expressive, role m representative pohtics hes 
beyond those outer luruts 

7 I'm using the term "1dent1ty" as Craig Calhoun does, to s1grufy the related 
"essentialist" notions that mdtv1dual 1dentity 1s "self-sameness," such that "self 1s 
integrally and unmedtately bemg and consc1ousness, name and voice" (9), and that group 
identity 1s the shanng of a particular self-sameness, and thus the abstractmg of essential 
quaht1es whtch both umte the members of the group and distinguish 1t from other groups 

8 Dobson's suggestion of a poht1cal strategy for radical "ecologism" 1s particularly 
tellmg m this regard He argues that the political 1nst1tutJ.ons of representative 
democracies "represent the formal abandonment of notions of mass partlc1pation m 
poht1cal hfe, they are mdeed 'designed' to preclude the poss1bihty of massive regular 
part1c1pation" (135) Dobson's problem, then, 1s that representative poht1cs as we know 
them do a poor jOb of translatwn, from ms perspective, reform ecology relies on a 
cnppled system Contra appearances, he doesn't argue against the mstrumental1sm of 
representative politics In fact, Dobson decnes the lack of mstrumentalism, as he 
d1stmgmshes between "poht1cal mst1tutions" and "the pnnc1ples of representative 
democracy" The latter, wtth their poss1b1J1ty of"mass1ve regular partJc1patJon" by 
means of the "neutral mstrument" of the representative body, he seems to endorse He 
takes issue with political institutions "always already tamted" by their inability, due to 
therr comple1c relat10nshtps with the msntutlons of mdustnal cap1tahsm, to faithfully 
mirror the mterests of ecological subjects Presumably, he believes that political 
mst1tut10ns not 1mbncated in mdustnal cap1tahsm would remam true to "the pnnc1ples of 
representative democracy," that is, to the pnnciples of translation of the mterests of the 
people, mterests which would, m tum, comc1de with those of the earth 

Dobson's alternative pohtical model, the development of a clasc;-hac;ed 
envrronmental agent, 1s an overtly mstrumental one, designed to recover the uruversal 
mterests of ecological subjects Dobson says that ecologism must follow classical 
Marusm, and "1dent1fy and organize a group of people m society whose 1mmed1ate 
interests hem hving the Green hfe" (154), a group Dobson identifies as the unemployed 
In argmng for a class-based, as opposed to a uruversahst, approach to ecological pohttcs, 
however, Dobson doesn't give up on the notion the general mterest will ultunately be 
represented The unemployed are, m Dobson's analysis, the mstoncal agent of Marxism, 
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those who represent the deluded middle classes' "'genume' self-mterest," rather than 
"theu ' self-mterest' as they perceive it" (159) Like other 1dent1ty politics models, 
Dobson's class-based strategy 1s designed to mcrease the mstrumentahsm charactenst1c 
of representative pohtlcs 

9 As I've mentioned, deep ecology, ecofemirusm and social ecology (under the 
mfluence of Murray Bookchm) are the three movements usually gathered under the 
headmg "radical ecology " Whtle elements of social ecology too subtn1t to the cntlque 
of radical ecology as identity pohttcs, I've chosen not to examme 1t mamly due to space 
constramts, but also because its anti-hierarchical stance 1s not unmediately identifiable as 
an attempt to (re)estabhsh humanity's natural 1dent1ty As I've already mentioned, 
ecofetn1msm contains much more diversity than deep ecology, and to reduce the enttre 
movement to only one of its trends (its emphasis on connectmg the 1dent1ttes of women 
and nature) 1s maccurate Because my pomt 1s to show how the 1dentlty pohttcs surfaces 
m the ecology movement, however, I'm relymg heavily on Sand1lands's argument that 
despite the fact that "some authors repudiate the idea of the naturalness of women 
there 1s wtthm ecofem1msm a moment that ms1sts on carvmg out a dtstmct terram of 
womanhood m which connections to nature are made Whether that terram 1s defined m 
terms of expenences of reproduction and hence knowledge of the contJmnty of hfe, 
whether that terram 1s formed by different processes of ego development and hence a 
greater capacity to connect and nurture and less need to separate from pnmordial natural 
bonds, whether woman 1s more distant from male culture and hence closer to nature by 
VIrtue of exclusion, or even whether women, differently situated, are the mutual subjects 
of a naturalized gaze, there 1s a d1stmct thread that suggests a UDified meanmg to 
fem1mmty" (71) 

10 My use of the term "identity" here may seem questionable, given that identity 1s a 
social concept I use 1t to hlghhght the fact that deep ecology's emphasis on "nature" as 
a "positive presence" (Sandtlands 90) 1s mescapably social If, on one hand, ecological 
politics seem to off er the possibility of overcornmg the problem of accurate 
representation of the represented subject, smce "the earth," unhke a human constituency, 
would seem to be a stable prepobttcal entity, they also, as Sandilands pomts out, 
highlight perhaps more clearly than any other stram of representative pohttcs (identity 
politics mcluded) the contingent character of the representation process Whtie other 
vers10ns of identity pohttcs - some radical fenumsms, for Instance - ultimately face the 
1mposs1bihty of discovermg a umfied constituency or represented subject pre-extstmg the 
pohtlcal process, and thus show "the imposs1b1hty of the project of completed 
1dent1fication, of the completed social, itself' (91 ), envuonmentahsm' s "lack of a 
speakmg subJect to give vmce to a set of posttive expertences" (90) bnngs 1t up against 
this 1mposs1b1hty m a more dramatic fashion. I call deep ecology's emphasis on "orgaruc 
umty" (Dryzek 156) an emphasis on the earth's "identity" m order to underscore the 
partlctpatlon of representatmns of "nature" m Sandilands' s Lacaruan "1mposs1 ble project 

of the completed social" (91) 
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11 Because I'm putting Sand.Ilands's analysis m the larger context of cntiques of 
representative poht1cs m general, and identity politics m particular, as eco-pobtical 
strategies, my summary of her work 1s necessanly reductive, ehdmg many of the 
subtleties she identifies m different ecofemrmst theonsts' elaborations of the connections 
between women and the nonhuman world I'm trymg to sketch out, m lumted space, her 
overall argument that "It is m the context of the proliferation of democratic social 
movement struggles that ecofem1rusm appeared as a political v1s10n focused on a 
particular land of 1denttfication, it is because of ecofemlillsm' s reliance on the language 
of 1dent1ty that its pohttcal proJect 1s currently lumted, 1t 1s man mterrogat1on of the 
democratic desrres that lie behmd identity that the protruse of ecofeIDlillst politics may 
be formulated, and 11 1s through the lands of democratic debate that have ansen as a 
result of cnt1ques of identity politics that a revttabzed ecofennrusm may be shaped" 
(xvn-xvm) 

12 For possible problems wtth usmg Laclau and Mouffe' s "post-MaTXIst strategy" for 
ecological politics, see Torgerson, 45-49 

13 Although I've chosen (due to space constramts) not to examme the responses, from 
vanous quarters, to cnt1ques of identity politics, I'm not unaware of them D1scussmg 
the recent spate oflefbst cntiques of identity pohbcs m her essay "Anti-Anti-Identity 
Poht1cs" ( 1997), Susan Bickford takes issue wtth "the mcreasmgly common mvocation 
of identity pohtlcs as an all-purpose anti-hero" (113), argumg that "That practice of 
dismissal sets up a frame m which lmkmg identity wtth politics 1s automatically suspect, 
regardless of how we charactenze that lmk" (113) I recogruze my analysis ts to some 
degree open to that charge On the other hand, Btckford' s suggesttons for an alternative 
understand.Ing of identity and pohtics based on a coaht1on model which sees "identity as 
noncategoncal, as multiple" (121), as well as "created" (123), and her argument that 
"This ms1stence on the multtphc1ty and the mcompleteness of 1dent1ty, with its 
concomitant refusal of fragmentat10n, provtdes an 1mportant alternative for thinkmg 
about the self-as-citizen" ( 121) 1s hardly mcompattble wtth much of Sandt lands' s 
analysis Bickford herself admtts that her poht1cal v1s10n "chimes m some ways with 
[Judith Butler's] analysis of the centrality of performance to identity, and 1t ends up at a 
v1s10n of democratic poht1cs that 1s active, argumentattve, and onented toward 
change" ( 128) If my analysis has faulted identity pohttcs for its tendency to "clatm that 
identity as a concept means categoncal sameness, and thus mevttably produces its Other 
as the difference that makes that category possible" (119), 1t does so not m order to 
condemn any and all political uses of the concept, but to discuss a use of 1dent1ty that 
becomes parttcularly problematic m mamstream ecocntlcISm 

14 Bonrue Horug argues exphc1tly, through a Demdean reading of Arendt, for bnngmg 
Butler and Arendt together, cla1mmg that Arendt's resistance to allowtng the "pnvate" 
realm to 1mpmge on the "pubhc" 1s due to the fact that she "mistakes performat1ve 
effects m the pnvate realm - the constltunon of selves mto embodted, raced, classed, and 
gendered subjects - for constatlve natural facts" (1 22) For Butler, "The strategy ts to 



unmask 1dent1t1es that aspue to constat10n, to deauthonze and redescnbe them as 
performative productions by 1dentrfymg spaces that escape or resist admllllstration, 
regulation, and expression These are spaces of poht1cs, potentially spaces of 
performat1ve freedom Here action 1s possible m the pnvate realm because the social 
and its mechamsms of normahzatton consistently fad to aclueve the perfect closures 
Arendt attnbutes to them too readily, without resistance" (124) 
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15 Ltlce Sandilands, I'm not trymg to conflate Butler's performat1VIty with Arendt's I 
do want to note that the comic element Butler identifies m her practices of subversive 
repetition shares somethmg with the comic element Torgerson identifies m Arendt's 
pohttcal performat1VIty if Butler's 1s a comedy of the absurd, whtle Arendt's 1s a comedy 
of mfimte play, m both cases laughter anses from the sense that we are workmg without 
a given, an "ongmal," a ground for action - the sense that, constramed as we are by 
vanous social means, we must always return to the radical contmgency that comes with 
bemg creatures of language 

Chapter Two. Radical Ecology and Ecocntic,sm 

1 But see Bate ( 1991) and (2000) as examples of cntic1sm which may be classed as 
such 

2 Because Buell's book 1s both long and wide-ranging, I've chosen to focus on the 
sections wluch seem to me to be mostly exphcitly onented towards developmg and 
Just1fymg ecocntical practice (the mtroduction and chapters 3, 5, and 6) 

3 For a more general example of tlus trend, see the mtroduction to the recent ecocnt1cal 
anthology Readmg Under the Szgn of Nature (2000) The editors fo11ow Bue]] m usmg 
the term "ecocentnc" to designate hterature onented towards the envuonment m general 
( 1x, xv), and thus accomplish a similar ehs1on of the d1ff erences between radical and 
other ecological poht1cs 

4 Phillips does, to a certam degree, address Buell's politics, notmg that "The pnnc1ple 
to which he appeals most strongly 1s not a literary one 'Environmental praxis' 1s the 
solvent that allows ecocnt1cs to undo the paradoxes engendered by a conflicted world of 
texts and readers of texts Appealmg to the 'spmt of comrmtment to envuonmental 
praxts' allows Buell to reJect out of hand certam theoretical notions as either unhelpful 
or harmful, or both" (584-85) But Phtlhps doesn't unravel Buell's imphc1t ahgnment 
With deep ecology He wonders, "How does the 'spmt of com.tmtment to envuonmental 
praxis' on the part of ecocntics lmk up with the practice of environmental act1v1sts and 
working ecologists? Or 1s Buell speakmg here only of ecocntical practice, m which case 
the 'spmt of comrmtment' 1s, more or less, the 'praxis'? Are ecocnt1cs m the unenVIable 
position of cheenng on the efforts of those m other fields who are better able to engage 
directly - that ts, profess10nally - m envuonmental activism and the product10n of 
ecological knowledge? If so, then ecocntlcism would seem to be Just another variety of 
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academ1c agitprop" (584) In fact, as we've seen, from the perspective of an ecological 
identity politics, ecocntics engage directly m pohtical activity msofar as they promote 
literature seen to awaken the reader' s 1dent1ty with nature, a "recovery" whtch constitutes 
the central pohtical task of radical ecology 

Phllhps observes ma footnote that '"Praxis' 1s a term from the Manost 
theoretical tradition IIDplymg not Just practice, but the 1deolog1cal assumptions 
undergirding and/or denvmg from practice Whether Buell mtends the word to have a 
Manost flavor 1s doubtful, smce its theoretical 1mphcatlons cut against he msistence on 
the grounding of ecocnt1c1sm m real-world, norudeologtcal act1v1t1es" (600n13) If 
Phtlhps 1s nght, as seems likely, Buell' s use of the word "praxis" presents a mce irony, as 
1t unmtent1onally undercuts his radical ecological ms1stence that literature operates as 
envuonmental practice msofar as it puts us "m touch" WI th the identity of the nonhuman 
world Buell thus unwittmgly highhghts the fact that his envuonmentahsm, hke any, 
both stands on and produces precisely the "ideology" of which he is so dismissive 

5 This poss1b1lity 1s vanously reahzed m the essays m the anthology Ecofem1mst 
Lzterary Cnt1c1sm, which range from the strongly normative (Donovan) to the strongly 
ant1-essentiahst (Armbruster) 

6 As I've said, and as Noel Sturgeon makes clear m her study of the development of 
ecofemllllsm, Ecofenumst Natures, the movement 1s by no means urufied on the 
character of even its most basic tenets, the connection between women and nonhuman 
nature and/or between fem1rust and envuonmentahst pohtical struggles Sandilands, too, 
appreciates the diversity of approaches that cohabit under the banner "ecofemllllsm" 
(see, m particular, her thud chapter, "From Difference to Differences A Prohferation of 
Ecofemllllsms") The ecofem1rusm that Murphy suggests as a "ground" for ecocntlcism 
seems to be more "constructiorust" than "essentialist," to use Sturgeon' s broad 
distmchon (178-86) In the context of this thesis, the so-called deep ecology/ecofem1mst 
debate provides a useful tllustrat10n of the difference between these (admittedly 
oversimplified) ecofeIIlllllst posit10ns As Sturgeon pomts out, ecofemllllst cntiques of 
deep ecology may be more or less based on an essentialist standpomt In an early essay, 
Anel Salleh argued that rather than "turmng to an abstract, transcendentahst view of 
becommg one with nature," deep ecologists should ground theu arguments "on women's 
lived expenence ofboundarylessness between themselves and Nature" (Sturgeon 43) 
Salleh here seeks to replace deep ecological 1dent1ty poht1cs with ecofemimst identity 
pohtics On the other hand, Karen Warren' s and Val Plumwood's "construchomst" 
elaborations of political alternatives to deep ecology, which are "grounded on an analysis 
of women's expenences as ordered by patnarchy rather than biology" (45), offer a 
political paradigm that escapes many of the pitfalls of 1dent1ty poht1cs It 1s this latter 
vers10n of ecofemllllsm that Murphy tacitly draws on Insofar as the "essentiahst" 
vers10n shares deep ecology's identity pohtics, 1t will likewise translate mto a narrowly 
normative literary cnt1cism 



7 These are drawn from Zizek's Lookmg Awry An lntroductwn to Jacques Lacan 
Through Popular Culture (Cambndge, Mass MIT P, 1991) 
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8 See Ross's Strange Weather and The Chicago Gangster Theory of Life, Haraway's 
S1m10ns, Cyborgs and Women and Modest_ Witness@Second _ Millemum, and Uncommon 
Ground, the anthology edited by WIiham Cronon 

Chapter Three. Don McKay's Comic Anthropocentrism 

1 The connection between social realist literary cntlcism and mamstream ecocnticism 
has been noted by Domlillc Head, m his essay "The (lll1)possib1hty of ecocntic1sm" 
(Kemdge and Sammells 27-39) Head observes that the ecocnt1cal obJect1on to "a 
perceived emphasis on textuahty m literary theory, and (notionally) a consequent gap 
between text and referent m the knowledge produced by literary studies" (29) is 
"an updated version of Georg Lukacs' attack on modernism as a socially retrograde move 
away from the achievements ofhterary realism" (30) The contradiction that Marx1sm, 
"a particular target [ of a Green cntlque of the discourses of moderruty ], condemned for a 
perceived human-mstrumental attitude to nature" (30), bequeaths to ecocntic1sm its 
model of literary cntic1sm 1s resolved by placmg that legacy m the context of the affimty 
between Marxism and radical ecology as social movements to some degree committed to 
the radicalized vers10n of representative politics, identity politics As we've seen, 
Sanchlands has shown that despite theu different assessments of the central categones of 
analysis, Maoost and radical ecological political logic ts stnkmgly sumlar Versions of 
eco-pohtics JOm the workers' movement as a vanant of a politics of representation that 
appeals to an ostensibly natural or essential, and so static, 1dent1ty - seen to be 
obJecttvely venfiable - as an authonty for social orgamzatton Ecocntlcism, hke Marxist 
literary cnt1cism before 1t, m turn converts this 1dent1ty politics mto a mandate for realist 
literature, as well as reahstically-onented cnticism It sees Marxism's (and Marx1st 
cnt1c1sm's) focus, not its method, as wrong 

2 Note that even this qualification 1s a qualified one Meeker doesn't state that it is 
meamngless to pursue hfe, but that 1t 1s probably meanmgless to do so Ifwe consider, 
too, that he' s speakmg m the context of tragedy as the purveyor of a transcendent 
metaphysical truth/knowledge, we see that hts comment suggests not the mluhsm 
postmodermsm 1s so often charged with, but an awareness of the contmgency of meanmg 
- an awareness that 1s one of the poststructurahst approach's greatest strengths 

3 McKay's desue to "use language ma way that furts with its destruction" should not 
be confused with the mamstream ecocntical desrre for the destruction, the makmg 
mvis1ble, oflanguage as a means to the "thmg itself" On the contrary, McKay sees the 
corruc use oflanguage as not so much proVJdmg a means of access to Buell's "natural 
envuonment as empmcal reahty" (Environmental Jmagmatwn 21 ), as "dismantlmg itself 
m a gesture toward wilderness" (27), the phenomenon which McKay defines as "the 
capacity of all thmgs to elude the mmd's appropnations" (21) 
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4 S1gmficantly, Butler also addresses the question of satrre, m her discuss10n of 
practices of subversive repetition as parodtc She notes that Frednc Jameson claims that 
"the im1tat10n that mocks the notion of an ongmal [rather than mockmg, ma gesture of 
protest, somethmg seen to depart from the utop1c 'nonnal'] 1s charactenstic of pastiche 
rather than parody" ( Gender 176) Butler says that "The loss of the sense of 'the 
normal' , however, can be its own occasion for laughter, especially when 'the nonnal ', 
'the ongmal ' 1s revealed to be a copy, and an meVJtably failed one, an ideal that no one 
can embody" (176) In Butler's readrng, as m mme, the laughter evoked by satrre or 
parody extends beyond the service of cnt1que, and thus beyond the tragic impulse, 1t 
becomes, as the "inevitable" end of human attempts to perfectly embody an identity 
(sexual, ecological, etc), an end m itself 

5 For more purely comtc poems, see especially "A Toast to the Balttmore Onole" and 
"A Barbed Wire Fence Meditates Upon the Goldfinch" in Bzrdmg, "Catchmg the Cold," 
"Meditation on Shovels," "Luke & Co ," and "Recipe for D1verttmento m D, K 136" m 
Nzght Fzeld, "Big Alberta Clouds" and "Settmg the Table" in Apparatus For poems of 
outrage, see especially "Turung Up For the Elegy" m Bzrdmg, "How to Irnagme an 
Albatross" and "Temtonahty" m Sandmg, "Song For Beef Cattle" m Apparatus 

6 Bzrdmg mcludes poems from all four of McKay's preVJous books, was nommated for 
the Governor-General ' s Award for poetry, and won the Canadian Authors Assoc1at1on 
Award for poetry 

7 For an academic vers10n of McKay's nffs on the use of field guides, see the thrrd 
section of Plnlhps's essay "Ecocnt1c1sm, Literary Theory, and the Truth of Ecology" 
(592-98) For another of McKay's poetic meditations on classification as a means of 
engaging the nonhuman, see "Twmflower" m Apparatus 

8 McKay actually uses this phrase m perhaps his most outrageous comic poem to date, 
"Sturnus Vulgans," from Sandmg Here the startlmgly offensive starling speaker of the 
poem's second section uses the phrase to launch a devastatmgly funny attack on 
anthropocentnsm 

9 My endorsement of a recogmt10n of poetry as "fantasy" may seem confusing here, 
given that I opened this chapter cntic1Z1ng Dale Wilhams' s labelmg of McKay's work as 
"fantasy " But m fact I'm Just extending Dragland's response to Wtlhams, which 1mphes 
that the problem with callmg McKay's work "fantasy" anses when the term 1s used 
pejoratively, as the devalued side of a fantasy/reahty dualism While Bushell's analysis 
is much more sophisticated than Wilhams's, 1t accomplishes a similar degradation of 
fantasy msofar as Bushell is at pams to redeem fantasy be makmg 1t a form of reality 
Although, as we've seen, Bushell says that "We need to get past the VIew of 'reality' as a 
concrete, obJectified entity" ( 48), his ms1stence on accessmg "a level which 1s extra­
conceptual" ( 48) through the "rhetoncal vehtcle" (39) of metaphor belles hts suggestion 
that he's workmg outside a mimehc framework whtch sees language as, finally, the 



mstrument for expressmg an extra-lmgwstic reahty In my oplillon, Bushell lTilsreads 
McKay's "wilderness" when he defines 1t as "new areas of expenence and knowmg" 
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( 48), 1t 1s, rather, a negative moment compnsmg the (non)expenence of not knowmg, 
when the mmd's mastery 1s suddenly undenmned, the utterly necessary moment of 
d1sonentat10n Although McKay's suggestion that "m such defam1hanzations, often 
arranged by art, we encounter the momentary cucumvention of the mmd's categones to 
glimpse some thmg's autonomy - its rawness, its duende, its alien bemg" ("Baler Twme" 
21) may be read as Bushell has done, 1t cannot, m the context of the whole essay, Slffiply 
lffiply a positive expenence If, for McKay, wilderness 1s "the capacity of all thmgs to 
elude the mmd's appropnations" (21), the "glimpse" of "some thmg' s autonomy" can 
only be an utterly penpheral one 

10 See Alanna Bondar' s essay, '"that every feather is a pen, but hvmg, // flymg' Desue 
The Metapoetics of Don McKay's BIRDING, or desire," for an analysis of McKay's 
work which argues that "the motif of flight and migration serves as an elaborate 
metaphor for the poetic process" (14) Bondar's focus differs from 1TI1ne msofar as she 
seeks to show that McKay often uses buds and budmg to sigrufy a poststructurahst VIew 
of the wntmg process, while I'm argumg that hts very use of metaphor lughhghts the 
hm1ts of sigrufication as transcnption Nonetheless, her argument that "McKay's poetics 
cnt1que his own ability to adequately transcnbe hfe's 'realities' mto language" (15) 
shares my emphasis on the self-reflexiveness of McKay's use oflanguage 

Chapter Four: Jorie Graham and the Politics of Vision 

1 While Longenbach doesn't use the term "phenomenological" m his article, lus 
opemng reference to Husserl 's "thickened present" (97) mdlcates the importance of that 
philosophical framework to his argument Other cntlcs who use the language of 
phenomenology, without actually usmg the term, to analyze Graham's work mclude 
Willard Spiegelman (1998) and Bnan Henry 

2 Abram actually addresses the connections between the empmcal scientific 
perspective and that of New Age mysticism, whose V1s10ns of identity with the other 
echo those of identity pohtics, m lus discussion ofMerleau-Ponty's not10n of the Flesh 
Abram claims that "Although commonly seen as opposed world-views [smce the former 
pnv1leges 'object1v1ty', the latter ' subJectIVIty'], both of these pos1t10ns assume a 
qualitative difference between the sentient and the sensed, by pnontlZIIlg one or the 
other, both of these views perpetuate the distinctlon between human ' subjects' and 
natural 'objects', and hence neither threatens the common conceptions of sensible nature 
as a purely passive dimension sUitable for human mampulat10n and use" (66-67) By 
oscillatmg between these two views, Abram says, "contemporary discourse easily av01ds 
the possib1hty that both the perce1vmg bemg and the perceived bemg are 
mterdependent and m some sense even reversible aspects of a common ammate element, 
or Flesh, that 1s at once both sensible and sensitive" (67) 

But Abram's (Merleau-Ponty-mspued) suggest10n for overcommg the dualism 
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fails to acknowledge its own mvestment m another "qualitative difference," itself related 
to the perce1ver/perce1ved distinction - that between conscious and unconsc10us 
perceptual "part1c1pat1on " Insofar as Abram associates phenomenological part1c1pat10n 
W1th a conscious "attendmg" to a nonhuman world "composed of repetitive figures that 
never exactly rep eat themselves," and contrasts thls conscious part1c1pat10n to an 
unconscious attention to "the mass-produced artifacts of c1V1hzatton" wluch "draw our 
senses mto a dance that endlessly reiterates itself without vanatzon" (64), he sets up a 
lu.erarchy of percept10n It 1s on tlu.s basis that he claims that "when we identify with our 
bodies and taste the world wtth our ammal senses," "so much of our bwlt envrronment, 
and so many of the artifacts that populate 1t, seem sadly superfluous and dull" (64) 

Abram comes close operung up the contradiction that an mherently part1cipatory 
perception can become unconscious or nonpartic1patory when he poses the question, "1f 
sensory perception 1s mherently participatory, and 1f perception IS the mescapable 
source of all expenence, how can we possible account for the apparent absence of 
part1c1pation m the modem world" (90)? A poststructurally-mchned answer would be 
that we m fact cannot account for that absence, and because we cannot, the paradigm 1s 
flawed It would argue mstead that 1f participatory perception 1s the source of all 
expenence, then 1t never can be "absent", rather, perception "participates" m different 
ways m different cultures and m different time penods Behmd tlu.s argument, m tum, 
would stand the poststructurahst claim that there 1s no unmediated "direct" perception, 
sensuous expenence Itself 1s meVItably structured by conceptual frameworks The 
movement 1s not a shift from "part1c1pat1on" to "nonpartic1pattont but from one form of 
part1c1pat10n to another 

3 The term "big hunger" 1s Graham's own In her mteMew wtth Thomas Gardner, she 
clauns that "many poets wntmg today reabze we need to recover a high level of 
amb1t1on, a rage, 1f you will - the big hunger That 1s why we are so mcredibly grateful 
for the presence of Ashbery and Memll, why the hugeness of theu project seems so 
central and the aesthetic differences that diVIde them ulttmately so rrunor" (215-16) The 
term "unearned weight" 1s taken from a James Memll poem, Longenbach contrasts 1t to 
"big hunger,"and discusses its s1gruficance for the modermsts, Memll, and Graham (99-
101) 

4 At the nsk of depnvmg the term "comedy" of its semantic edge by over-use, I employ 
1t here to highlight the connections between McKay's use of humour to bnng the reader 
up agamst the limits of her knowledge of the nonhuman and Graham's dramattzations, 
often through hngwst1c self-refleXIveness, of the frulure to achieve transcnpt10n of the 
nonhuman If, as Meeker and Torgerson argue, the comic tmpulse 1s a deflationary one, 
Graham's project m Matenalzsm, hke McKay's, can be seen as broadly comic rather than 
tragic 

5 For discussions of Graham's use of other works m Maten al zsm, see Lisa Isaacson' s 
"Ad Intenm," Thomas Gardner' s "Incandescence," 197-98, and Helen Vendler' s "Jone 
Graham The Nameless and the Matenal," 122-24 
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6 See, for example, "The Geese" m Hybrids of Plants and of Ghosts, "I Watched a 
Snake" m Eroszon, "The Tree of Knowledge" and "History" m Regzon of Unlikeness, and 
"Steenng Wheel" m Materzahsm 
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