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How is contemporary biology used for ideological purposes?
Introduction
The ways in which biological science has been co‐opted into political,
ethical, philosophical and religious programmes has been well‐documented in
recent years1. Critical examination of the use of biological concepts in
ideological rhetorics and discourses has flourished, with a particular focus on
the use of evolutionary theory and genetics2. In this paper I hope to contribute
to this project by analysing a particularly potent ideological use of biology which
is central to one of the most cherished causes of our age: environmentalism. I
will be looking at political forms of environmentalism, where 'political' is
understood in the broad sense of governmental and non‐governmental policy‐
making. I focus on ecology, a branch of biology which is decisive for
environmentalism.
There are two principal reasons for my choice of environmentalism. First,
recognising that environmentalism involves an ideological use of biology
demonstrates the point that ideological use of biology is not per se
unacceptable. Like all science, biology is always put to work in the service of
some values or other and itself expresses certain values, such as the value of its
subject, Life. In this essay I argue that biological data are not only employed
according to a framework of goods that is not itself positivistically derivable, but
that such a framework is implicit in biological understanding from the
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beginning3. There has been a tendency in the biological‐scientific community to
regard this observation of the value‐laden nature of biological thought and
practice as impugning biology's 'objectivity'4. Revealing biology's use in, and
absorption of, the environmental agenda, will help biologists and others to
recognise that for biology to serve such agendas is not itself objectionable. In
this way, such an examination could contribute to the overcoming of the
scientistic positivism which still abounds in scientific self‐perception5. A critical
examination of the ideologies of environmental science could assist in a
rehabilitation of the moral, and even the metaphysical, within biological
discourse, a rehabilitation compatible with its jealously guarded methodological
naturalism6. 'Ideological' would not then be a dirty word which implies a
corruption of biology's integrity as a science, but would indicate that biology
necessarily involves evaluative judgements which precede and inform biological
practice and underpin the possibility of biological knowledge. This does not
undermine biology's authority. Rather, by rejecting reductionist accounts of the
moral and the ethical, it secures biology's dignity as a discipline which seeks the
true and the good in and through its engagement with life7. Regardless of
whether one accepts this expansion of scientific horizons, frank recognition of
the already 'ideological', i.e. value‐laden, character of biology by those who
produce and use biological knowledge would stimulate a broader public
conversation about the role of biology as a servant of the common good.
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Second, it is only if the ideological elements in the political use of biology
are identified as ideological, i.e. as not settleable exclusively by reference to
empirical data, that political decision‐making, which depends on biological
knowledge, can occur in a genuinely democratic way. Where the natural
environment is concerned the production, interpretation and application of
biological data will always be central. Because scientific judgements concerning
the environment are of such urgent significance to all, it is particularly
important that ideological elements in this area should be observed, admitted,
and judged so that they are not smuggled in as 'neutral', and therefore
indisputable, science8. Where judgements are claimed as being ‘merely’
empirical, i.e. scientifically measurable, they are placed by implication within
the remit of scientists alone, beyond public scrutiny or criticism. For this reason,
‘empiricising’ these judgements is already a political action, in the sense that it
is a move for decision‐making power; it places such judgements and decisions
within the exclusive gift of scientific experts9. This disenfranchises those whom
the judgements will affect and makes it impossible for non‐scientists to exercise
their political freedoms, which include the right to contribute in various ways to
the discernment of what is of value to all10. The health of natural systems and
environments is a matter of decisive significance for every human being and for
all future generations, whatever their geographic or sociopolitical location;
environmental good is a central aspect of the common good11. Public awareness
of ideology in biology and its political use is necessary for subsidiarity, which is
the extension and devolution of decision‐making power to all those whom a
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decision affects12. Decisions which are within the political remit of all should be
made by all, and not by a scientific elite, which means that determinative
ideologies need to be made as explicit as possible. This requires an examination
not only of the political use of ecology, but also of tacit political ideologies
within ecology itself13. The environmental common good can only be
accomplished through the ideological employment of biological knowledge and
methods, which involves both the use of biology in the cause of shared values,
and the shaping of biological practice and understanding by those goods.
This essay makes two connected arguments: that politics makes use of
ecology, and that politics is embedded in ecology (in ways that are not
intrinsically objectionable). It may seem obvious to start with the political uses
of ecology, but I begin instead with an examination of the way in which ecology
itself contains ideologies which operate in a political way. The purpose of
starting with ecology's own ideologies is to show that political use of ecology is
not an imposition of a foreign and non‐neutral agenda on neutral fact‐based
science. Rather, modern ecology has been ideologically formed by
environmentalist and political concerns. I also look at the way ecological
concepts contain normative presumptions about nature which are inherently
metaphysical. My key examples in this first section are conceptualisations of
ecological units, such as the ecosystem, which embody assumptions about
nature which are ideologically informed. This leads to the second argument,
that ecology is used in political ways that may not be fully justified by the
ecological science itself. My key examples here are deforestation and
desertification as standard conceptualisations of environmental problems that
are widely used by governmental and non‐governmental agencies in framing
environmental degradation. I also consider political uses of ecological concepts
12
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and models, particularly the equilibrium model. These uses not only carry over
ecology's own value‐laden conceptualizations of the environment, but also
complicate them with political concerns, such as the critique of industrialist
capitalism, or influential societal conceptions of pristine nature.
I argue that these analyses do not undermine either the environmentalist
agenda or the authority of ecology. It is only because of the frameworks of
goods and values which govern both politics and ecology that they are
trustworthy. Problems arise only if the operative goods and values are un‐
admitted and therefore un‐scrutinised. The constructed character of our
recognition of truths and goods does not count against them but, rather,
indicates the need for a non‐representationalist, non‐dualist epistemology of
science, and an overcoming of the associated picture of the world as an inert
and passive object of the disembodied human mind. These arguments appear
conceptually separate, but the case of ecology and environmentalism shows
with particular clarity how science and ideology are co‐constructed, and so the
politics inside science cannot really be divided from the politics outside science.
The political nature of ecology
Ecology, environmentalism and politics have been interwoven throughout
the history of modern ecology, and political agendas have been key in shaping
ecology's contemporary identity. During the 1960s in particular, ”[e]cology was
seen as both the study of [environmental] impacts, but also the new
philosophical approach of looking at people‐environment interactions as a
whole”14. The Nature Conservancy15 grew out of the Ecological Society of
America (ESA), and the history of these two bodies indicates the entwined
14
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character of political movements for conservation and environmental
protection with ecology16. From its inception in 1915, the ESA was marked by
disagreements about whether the society should have strictly ‘scientific’ or
political goals; should it seek only to extend our knowledge of the natural world,
or also pursue its preservation?17 In 1946, the group favouring the latter course
founded ‘The Ecologists’ Union’, a name seemingly designating only a group
unified by a common object of study, which existed for the explicit aim of saving
natural areas from destruction by combining science with political lobbying. This
body soon opened its membership to non‐scientists and a few years later
became ‘The Nature Conservancy’18.
In their public self‐descriptions, the Nature Conservancy and the ESA
provide typical examples of the use of ecology in environmental rhetoric. The
ESA exists to promote 'the responsible application of ecological data and
principles to the solution of environmental problems'19. This description, taken
at face value, obscures the ideological relationship between ecology and
environmentalism in two ways. First, it masks the criteria by which ‘problems’
are identified ‐ identification of environmental problems requires there to be
standards against which ecological ‘normal’ (i.e. non‐problematic) is measured.
Second, the description obscures the way in which ecological principles contain
question‐begging elements which are inherently open‐ended, and which
themselves depend on certain theoretical questions that inform, as well as
being informed by, empirical considerations, such as the question of what
counts as a species, an ecosystem, an organism, etc., and what criteria should
be used to determine appropriate categories for ecological description.
The Nature Conservancy's self‐description presents the combination of
ecology and conservationism as an obvious partnership: 'The Nature
16
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Conservancy is the leading conservation organization working around the world
to protect ecologically important lands and waters for nature and people'20.
‘Ecology’ and ‘conservation’ are presented as intrinsically linked notions. The
complex relationship of values, such as worthiness to be preserved, from
(perceived) facts, such as the interconnectedness of life revealed through
ecology, is glossed over. Furthermore, the notion of ‘nature’ is invoked in a
thoroughly ideological way, firstly by being placed contrastively with ‘people’,
and secondly by being considered as a unitary subject which can be the
recipient of moral action. The stated mission of the Nature Conservancy is 'to
conserve the lands and waters on which all life depends'21. This formula
indicates the way in which the language of ecology merges seamlessly into
conservationism and environmentalism. The dependency of ‘all life’ on lands
and waters is an insight derived from ecology, through its analysis of the
interdependence of biotic and abiotic factors, and the significance of
ecosystems considered as wholes rather than species or organisms considered
as individuals. This interdependency is here invoked as the logic of
‘conservation’ in such a way that ecological understanding appears as having an
obvious moral outcome. Most interestingly, the mission statement contains the
tacit presumption that ‘life’, which is the moral centre of the formula, has an
inherent, self‐justifying and self‐evident value.
In these self‐descriptions the relationship between scientific knowledge
and practice and moral and political agendas is unclear. The ambiguity of the
concept of nature, the disunity in ecology about fundamental ecological
frameworks, the metaphysical baggage surrounding the notion of
environmental norms, and the considerable moral freight of 'life', is
unmentioned. In this way such self‐descriptions suggest the existence in
environmentalism and conservationism of meta‐narratives or myths which
employ scientific concepts and disciplines in the service of particular meanings.
20
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Certain values are already implicit in ecological concepts and assumptions, such
as the existence of 'nature', the self‐evidence of 'environmental problems' in
relation to obvious norms, and the inherently self‐justifying value of 'life'. The
impression can be given, through the use of what appears to be 'hard science',
that the narrative is uncontestable; that it is, in fact, not a narrative.
These considerations indicate the utility of a broadly social constructivist
understanding of science in approaching ecology, an understanding in which a
strict fact‐value distinction is repudiated (but noting, ahead of my argument
below, that this does not have to entail relativism). The public understanding of
science, which includes to a large degree the understanding of scientists
themselves22, remains captive to a picture in which 'pure science', decides on
the 'facts', and then political and/or philosophical methods settle the values
which determine the use of those facts23. This understanding of fact‐based
knowledge versus value‐based use buys into a naive understanding of the
relationship of knowledge and interpretation, which has been challenged in by
philosophers of sciences such as Thomas Kuhn24 and, more radically, by Paul
Feyerabend25. 'Facts' are only identifiable in the context of frameworks by
which we distinguish the meaningful from the meaningless, and through which
alone the notion of meaning becomes available in the first place26. These
frameworks are enabling conditions of our empirical discoveries, allowing us to
distinguish information from mere sensory noise. This understanding of
scientific epistemology can be traced to the hermeneutics of Hans‐Georg
22
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Gadamer who observed the central role of prejudice (in the sense of prior
judgements) in every act of understanding27. Bruno Latour's study of laboratory
work applied this insight to science by demonstrating the symmetry between
science and society and the constructed character of scientific objects28. If the
meanings upheld in environmentalist narratives are culturally and socially
constructed, and these meanings themselves feed back into the practice and
governing concepts of the science, then what counts as science and scientific
knowledge in environmentalist discourse reflects tacit beliefs about
environmental values.
Applying this approach to ecology highlights the role of ideological
elements in ecology's foundational concepts. Ecology's distinctiveness as a
discipline comes from its assumption that environment matters to an organism
and organisms matter to an environment, and that together they form a
coherent whole which can be understood as a distinct entity. Ecology is thus
shaped by conceptualisations of nature29. The term 'ecology' was coined by
Ernst Haeckel with explicit reference to an 'economy' of nature, a metaphor
which suggests a unitary and balanced system and which Haeckel employed to
support the cause of Darwinism,30 which itself owed a considerable debt to
metaphors and models drawn from political economy31. Ecology's traditional
emphasis on a balanced and coherent whole is in itself an ideological move, in
that it partially reverses the victory of the nominalist reduction of the knowable
world to innumerable analysable parts, a model in which knowledge comes
about through fragmentation and exhaustive focus on isolated particulars32. The
27
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term 'ecosystem', for example, expresses the holism and contextual character
of ecological understanding, which places organisms in their biological contexts
and focuses on networks of organic relationships as a prerequisite of scientific
understanding33. Systems ecology takes this concept to new levels by homing in
on ”the structure and function of levels of organisation beyond that of the
individual and the species”34. The identification of such wholes in nature, with
the implied location of the human observer 'above and outside', makes ecology
inherently metaphysical, in presupposing that we are able to form total
conceptualisations of natural systems. This is apparent, for example, in one of
American ecology's foundational studies, 'The Lake As Microcosm'35. The lake
and its inhabitants can be viewed as a whole from 'above' and 'outside',
conceptually and physically. Even constructions of ecology that deliberately
resist metaphysical readings, such as that of Deleuze and Guattari, paradoxically
underline the ideological character of ecology by admitting its implication of
certain conceptualisations of nature as normative36.
The vigorous contemporary debate in ecology surrounding a ‘balance‐of‐
nature’ versus a ‘flux‐of‐nature’ model demonstrates the continuing centrality
to the discipline of operative metaphors which contain normative implications
about the nature of nature37. The 'equilibrium' or balance‐of‐nature model,
which is linked to the idea of systemic, economic wholes in nature, produces a
particularly influential set of notions about environmental norms. It conceives
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'nature' as a self‐regulating, harmonious and stable system which intrinsically
tends towards balance unless disturbed. This understanding of nature is very
persistent in the public sphere, despite increasing contestation in the ecological
community,38 and has been influential in the environmentalist and
conservationist movements, since it views environmental change as
problematic in itself39. The influence exercised by this idea is an example of the
political significance of seemingly neutral definitions of ecological objects, such
as biosphere, biome, biota and ecosystem. A normative conception of nature is
transmitted in the positing of coherent, stable ecological entities which function
as the objects of political action, scientific knowledge and management.
In this way, ecology is productive of and dependent on meta‐claims about
the character of the natural world which contain tacit norms and hence, by
implication, goods. This is far from being a merely theoretical matter, nor is it an
issue which only affects scientists, as the environmental goods implicit in
ecological concepts influence policy‐making. Notions of what constitute an
environmental 'problem' depend on ecological perceptions of what constitutes
an environmental good, and the ability to identify and formulate environmental
problems is critical to environmental policy‐making, and decisive in the shaping
of concrete solutions and responses. The discourse which supplies criteria for
the identification of values is thus critical. Central in this discourse, and
determinative of environmental policy, is the definition of ecological units40.
Notions of 'biosphere' and 'ecosystem' express normative conceptualisations of
nature, presuming a given wholeness and interdependence in the natural world
which then forms a standard by which environmental values are measured. The
UN's adoption of 'Biosphere Reserves' as a central conservation category, which
has been widely implemented, is an example of the political power exercised by
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normative ecological concepts41. Similarly, the term 'ecosystem' occupies a
central role in environmental policy and planning, such as in the influential
Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, a document produced specifically for policy‐
makers which employs 'ecosystems' as the central environmental category42. In
this way, uses of ecology are always ideological because they absorb the
science's own conceptualisation of its object of study. In ecology this
conceptualisation is weighted towards holistic, systemic and relational
understandings of natural environments43.
The use of ecology in politics
This brings us to the second argument concerning the political uses of
ecology. As well as ideologies embedded in ecology itself, there are values and
priorities arising from cultural, social and political contexts which influence the
use and authority of ecological concepts. One obvious example is the
increasingly central role of 'ecosystem services', used most notably in the
Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, in identifying and measuring environmental
degradation. This approach correlates human and environmental health,
bringing them together into a new form of environmental assessment in which
ecosystems' capacity to sustain human communities is a measure of
environmental wellbeing44.
The extent to which social and political needs, perceptions and values
determine the formulation of environmental 'problems' is especially apparent in
the case of two forms of environmental change which have become iconic in
environmentalist discourse: desertification and deforestation. Forsyth argues
41
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that these terms have persisted through the influence of political forces which
use ecology without being responsive to it45. Desertification and deforestation
have become synonymous with environmental degradation. But in themselves
they are just labels indicating biophysical changes, which are likely to be valued
and interpreted differently by different communities. Leach and Mearns coined
the term 'environmental orthodoxies' to describe conceptualizations of
environmental degradation which persist despite the accumulation of evidence
against them46. Such orthodoxies determine the framing of deforestation and
desertification as both degrading and anthropogenic, and also control the
explanations for these changes. These perceptions and explanations become
deeply ingrained in both popular and scientific understanding of the
environment. But, Forsyth argues, they are inadequate as framings of
environmental problems because they mask both the biophysical complexities
of the causes of environmental change and also the social and cultural factors
which cause these changes to be valued differently by different communities47.
For example, the orthodoxy concerning desertification is that increasing
populations and associated intensive agriculture in areas of low rainfall
irreversibly extends desert areas, causing famine, drought, and soil erosion. But
other evidence suggests multiple causal factors behind desertification, of which
intensive farming may be a minor and insignificant one. Many studies have
argued against the thesis of expanding deserts and have challenged the
perception of anthropogenic origin for desertifying land48: “very little land has
been irreversibly desertified as a result of man's [sic] activities”49. Popular
45
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perceptions of the way in which communities on the margins of desertified
areas use land and water are often skewed towards viewing local actors as
irresponsible and ignorant50. However, recent studies suggest that people in
drylands employ more sensitive and adaptive responses in minimising impacts
of drought and developing efficient dryland agriculture. Some practices of
dryland communities may even reverse degradation of land and vegetation51.
This, combined with increased understanding of the complexity of biophysical
causes of desertification, particularly natural fluctuations in dryland rainfall and
its effect on vegetation growth and sand movement, suggest that the common
perception of desertification is poorly founded52. Some have even called for the
term 'desertification' to be rejected, criticising the United Nations Environment
Programme (UNEP) for perpetuating the 'institutional myth' of the ever‐
increasing, anthropogenic and degrading character of desertification: “It has
been the source of publicity that has had little reliable scientific foundation”53.
Similar considerations apply, in Forsyth's survey of the literature, to
deforestation. There is an 'orthodox' popular understanding that forests
universally increase rainfall, decrease soil erosion, and harbour the highest
levels of biodiversity, and hence that deforestation always represents an
environmental degradation. Reforestation is then perceived as a panacea for a
wide variety of environmental ills54. But a wide range of scientific literature
challenges these perceptions55. Our understanding of historic rates of change
and disturbance in forests indicates that contemporary rates of deforestation
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are not unprecedented; historic rates of change may have been quite high56. In
Papua New Guinea, for example, recent research suggests that as much as 90%
of indigenous forest was previously cleared by fire57. The age of forest biomes
has often been overestimated, as many rainforest areas were cool and dry at
the end of the Pleistocene era58. The link between deforestation and
biodiversity loss may have been overstated, as has the proportionally greater
biodiversity‐sustaining power of forests over other ecosystems59. Some types of
forest disturbance may even increase biodiversity, such as skilful uses of shifting
cultivation,60 and certain sorts of deforestation may enhance the forest
ecosystem61. Correlations between deforestation and soil erosion are often
insufficiently evidence‐based, or over‐reliant on particular measurement
methods62. Calculated rates of deforestation have been shown have very wide
error margins; for example, total forest loss in the last century in six West
African countries may be 9.5‐10.5 million hectares, rather less than estimates of
some NGOs such as that of the World Conservation Monitoring Centre of 46.8
million hectares63. Similarly, calculated Himalayan deforestation estimates have
differed by a factor of 6764.
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This evidence does not mean that all concerns about desertification and
deforestation are misplaced. Rather, it suggests that the common narratives
need to be complexified. Both desertification and deforestation have been
central in public perception of environmental degradation and continue to be
used by governmental and non‐governmental agents in simplistic and morally
loaded ways. There is a need to examine how and why “powerful organisations
and campaigners adopt conceptualizations of environmental degradation
despite the growing evidence of the inadequacy of such concepts”65.
Environmentalist rhetoric framing these changes as degrading and
anthropogenic often uses emotive description and quasi‐apocalyptic images.
Desertification, for example, has been described as “an aggressive cancer,
consuming more and more earth”;66 deforestation as “the greatest single
setback to life's abundance and diversity since the first flickering of life four
billion years ago”67. Often aesthetic factors are brought in to support moral and
scientific concerns about environmental degradation. Anti‐deforestation
campaigns, for example, often make use of images of majestic forest giants,
burning wastelands and brutal logging machinery. Aesthetic judgements about
healthy or balanced landscapes have informed ecological research and
interpretation of ecological data in crucial ways: ”[v]iews about ’balance’ in
landscapes, and the science of ecology, co‐evolved to be mutually
supportive”68.
One ideological underpinning of contemporary environmental
orthodoxies in Forsyth's treatment is the I=PAT equation, which has been widely
used since the 1970s as a basis for understanding the causes of environmental
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degradation69. I stands for Impact, P for Population, A for Affluence and T for
technology. According to the I=PAT formula, population, poverty and associated
technological capacities or limitations are the drivers of environmental
degradation. This understanding of the causes and character of environmental
degradation is linked to environmentalism's emergence as a populist critique of
capitalist‐industrialist exploitation of the natural world, and the instrumental
rationality which justified it70. It also shares a common ideological foundation
with Malthusian economics, the Limits of Growth argument, and 'the tragedy of
the commons' model, according to which unrestricted access to resources by all
would cause of environmental collapse71. In combination with the ecological
balance‐of‐nature model, this means that uses of the environment which cause
environmental change is always regarded as environmentally negative and
perceived as anthropogenic degradation.
The balance‐of‐nature model is driven not just by biological findings but
by social and philosophical conceptions of 'pure nature', where what is
‘properly’ natural is pristine, undisturbed and unchanging wilderness72. The
practical effect of this conception is that all human impacts on the environment
are perceived as negative and damaging, and the objective of conservation is
the purely reactive one of preserving 'uncontaminated nature'73. This treatment
of wilderness, associated with the American conservationist tradition, has
become a hotly contested topic in environmental philosophy and ethics, with
some scholars rejecting the notion of wilderness as a distorting ideology which
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propagates a human‐nature dualism74. Through the National Park system as it
developed in the US, this understanding of environmental change and human
activity has been exported to many other conservationist cultures around the
world. Such a dualism produces environmentalist and conservationist discourse
which is weighted towards preservation of 'pristine' natural areas, and against
models of 'sustainable use' in which human impacts on nature are not viewed
as degrading per se75.
The historic association between capitalist socio‐economics and
environmentalism, combined with a discourse which assumes an equilibrium
model of pristine self‐regulating nature, is suggestive of a demographic pattern:
ecological environmentalism arises among those who live in industrial and
highly urbanised societies, and who do not have to make a living directly from
the land76. This demographic makes direct use of nature primarily in
recreational contexts, rather than for survival. Their narrative of what ‘nature’ is
may have as much or more to do with perceptions of social change and lost
harmonies as with ecologically measurable degradation of environments77.
Ecological language and concepts are used to support this narrative, just as
these ideas of nature contribute to ecological understanding and practice: “
'nature' is as important to ecological thought as 'tradition' is to conservation”78,
where 'nature' is an ideologically loaded concept which requires as a defining
necessity the exclusion of human activity and impact79. “Using ecology,
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conservationists have diagnosed the pathologies of nature and prescribed
remedies to make it regain its rightful form”; ecological concepts “were
absorbed uncritically by conservationists”80. The notion of equilibrium in nature
is one such concept: “Many abuses that have stemmed from conservation
policies are rooted in the belief, held by policymakers, politicians, scientists, and
administrators, of a balance or equilibrium‐tending stability of nature”81.
These ideological elements in ecological and environmental discourse can
be detrimental in when applied to the developing world, in which 'exploiting'
nature is essential for survival. When Western environmentalism exerts political
authority, whether governmental or non‐governmental, in the Global South,
there can be severe consequences for those who live off the land (or the water).
The I=PAT equation, combined with equilibrium ecological models of
harmonious nature in which all changes are bad changes, overlooks the varied
ways in which such communities are likely to interpret environmental change.
What appears as degradation to Western eyes may not appear so to the
communities whose livelihoods depend on natural resources in their immediate
vicinity. Powerful vested interests of governmental and non‐governmental
environmental lobbies are often insensitive to this, fuelled by environmental
orthodoxies which are wedded to a singularly inflexible model of environmental
value. Fairhead and Leach describe one such situation in Kissidougou, New
Guinea, where “the degradation discourse” has had “instrumental effects on
many aspects of Kissidougou's life”82. The list of ills resulting is worth quoting in
full, as it shows the concrete consequences of the ideologies we have been
discussing. Those propagating the degradation discourse have
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“impoverished people through taxes and fines, reduced people's ability to benefit
from their resources, and diverted funds from more pressing needs. They have
accused people of wanton destruction, criminalised many of their everyday
activities, denied the technical validity of their ecological knowledge and research
into developing it, denied value and credibility to their cultural forms,
expressions, and basis of morality, and at times even decried people's
consciousness and intelligence. The discourse has been instrumental in
accentuating a gulf in perspectives between urban and rural; in undermining the
credibility of outside experts in villager's eyes; in provoking mutual disdain
between villages and authority, and in imposing on the farmer images of social
malaise and incapacity to respond to modernity.”83
Conclusion
This fate of Kissidougou underlines the political importance of understanding
ecologically‐based ideologies in environmentalism and exposing them to view for
analysis and debate; “We need to see the evolution of environmental facts and
knowledge as part of the political debate, rather than as a pre‐prepared basis from
which to start environmental debate”84. There is no “pre‐defined unequivocal
[environmental] problem”; rather there is “a complex and continuous struggle over the
definition and the meaning of the environmental problem itself”85. The definition of the
environmental problem, and resulting identification of ecological, political and practical
solutions, depends on a responsible ecology which is prepared to have its basic
conceptualisations challenged and to frequently revisit its fundamental ideas, including
its political and ideological suppositions. The increasing influence within ecology of a
‘flux‐of‐nature’ model, which is challenging traditional equilibrium understandings of
natural systems, is helpful and important in this regard. This changing paradigm will
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have important impacts on perceptions of what counts as ‘natural’, and may make a
significant difference to environmentalism86. But there is still a need for ecologists to be
more aware of the value‐laden character of the discipline and recognise the ways in
which this plays out in practice, whether scientific or political.
At this stage, two objections to the foregoing discussion must be noted and
countered. The first is the charge that recognising the narrative character of science
represents an assault on the very possibility of objective scientific knowledge. The
second is that the sort of questioning of ecological concepts and environmentalist
discourse I have engaged in is a form of ‘brownlash’. Brownlash describes
environmental research agendas that actually undermine environmental concern and
activism, and is associated with the financial sponsorship of large companies who
support research which takes advantage of an academic forum to fuel skepticism of the
environmental agenda87.
In the first instance, recognising that science is co‐constructed by ideology and
formed by value‐laden narratives does not need to result in scientific relativism unless a
positivistic model of scientific knowledge is insisted upon. Science only appears anti‐
scientific, and results in anti‐realism, if it weds itself to a naïve foundationalism, to
representationalist epistemology and to Certesian dualism. The constructed nature of
knowledge does not make that knowledge untrue88. At the most basic level, any science
depends on the recognition of the goodness and desirability of truth, which is not an
empirically derivable datum, but an un‐derivable prerequisite for any empirical
investigation. The un‐derivability of the goodness of truth gives the lie to the claim that
scientific knowledge should reject all but the empirically testable. Only in frameworks of
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recognised goods, where truth is the pre‐eminent good, can basic scientific notions of
relevancy and accuracy have any purchase. Environmental sciences are also informed by
the recognition of the good of life. The use of ecology in environmentalism and of
environmentalism in ecology makes this particularly evident. It is only by starting from
the (empirically unjustifiable) position that life itself is a good that there can be an
'environmental science'.
The second charge is understandable but false. Vigorously debating the values and
impacts of ecological and environmental orthodoxies is taking environmental concern as
seriously as possible; it matters too much to be in the control of one group of scientific
experts, politicians, or lobbyists, or one geographical region or social group. Sceptical
enquiry into environmental and ecological discourse is intended to improve the
accuracy and relevancy of biophysical accounts of causes and effects and of their social
and political significance. Challenging the conceptualisation of environmental
'problems', and recognising the institutional influences on such conceptualisations,
promotes “a more sophisticated analysis of environmental degradation” which is better
placed to conceive and apply concrete solutions89. Presenting certain environmental
explanations as non‐negotiable truths stifles this process. Political uses of ecology that
are unresponsive to unexpected research findings which contradict established
patterns, and ecological thinking that is insufficiently alert to the influences on and
influence of its own fundamental concepts, need to be questioned. This is anything but
‘brownlash’, in the sense that it recognises that genuine progress can be made in
attaining accuracy and relevancy90.
It will be noticed, however, that these responses to criticism imply a certain
tension. The framework of goods that science depends on, and the environmental good
which is presumed in my defence of a critical approach to environmental and ecological
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discourse, must in some sense be held accountable to the same critique of
constructivism. It is extremely important for ecological and environmentalist discourse
to be supported by an ontology which recognises the primacy of the good in and
through our constructions of it. This ontology will not oppose 'objective/given' and
'subjective/constructed'. Such a dualism separates the ‘good’ from the ‘true’ and
guarantees that scientific understanding will always be in denial of its own ideologies,
and those it is called to serve, such as the good of life. Rather it will be an ontology
which expresses the reciprocity of mind and world, and which itself supplies the
rationale for the reverent esteem of life on which ecology and environmentalism
depend91. This ontology can and should be explored by biology itself, showing the
ontology inherent in biological understanding. In this way biology will always be on the
side of the common good.
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