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the environmental crisis

In August 2016, the expert Working Group of the Subcommission on Quater-
nary Stratigraphy (WGA) voted overwhelmingly in favor of formally recog-
nizing a new epoch called “the Anthropocene” (Carrington 2016). Their rec-
ommendation, the WGA said, was in acknowledgment of the profound and 
probably irreversible impact of human behaviors on geologically significant 
processes and conditions via intensive agriculture, urbanization, coloniza-
tion, and so on. But this is not only a geological matter. The mass disruption 
of biogeochemical phenomena stems from the same anthropogenic causes 
that—partly because of those biogeochemical disruptions—continue to have 
profound effects on the more-than-human world at large. The supporting ev-
idence cited by Anthropocene proponents makes for uncomfortable reading: 
anthropogenic climate change; widespread deforestation; ocean acidification 
and “spreading oceanic ‘dead zones’ ”; desertification; ecosystem collapse; 
biodiversity loss; mass species extinction; and “giant swirls of plastic debris 
about the size of Texas in the Pacific and Atlantic oceans” (Subcommission 
on Quaternary Stratigraphy 2016; Crutzen 2002, 23; Steffen, Crutzen, and 
McNeill 2007; Bennett 2011, 120).

I raise the issue of “the Anthropocene,” not because I recommend adopt-
ing the term (I don’t, for reasons that will become apparent in chapter 3), 
but because it helpfully illustrates two aspects of the state of affairs I wish 
to address. The first is that the evidence cited by Anthropocene proponents 
is emblematic of an era of environmental crisis in which we find ourselves. 
Although they acknowledge its deeper roots, the WGA dates the beginning 
of the Anthropocene at around 1945 with a “Great Acceleration” (Steffen, 
Crutzen, and McNeill 2007, 617) of greenhouse gas emissions, fossil fuel 
and water consumption, and the volume of consumer waste deposits. While 
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awareness of “environmental issues” has infiltrated common consciousness 
and public debate over the intervening years, however, this awareness hasn’t 
led to significant mitigation of the mindset responsible for the troubling phe-
nomena noted above, the relative situations of which worsen at an alarming 
rate. That isn’t to say that no improvements have been made. The regulation 
of chlorofluorocarbons, for instance, has slowed anthropogenic ozone layer 
depletion. Neither increased awareness of ecological “issues” nor the sort 
of regulatory approach employed to curb chlorofluorocarbon emissions has, 
however, resulted in the wholesale attitudinal changes necessary to disrupt 
the gamut of problematic behaviors at root. In no significant way has broad 
acknowledgment of our crisis situation unseated our wasteful consumer hab-
its, for instance, nor has it obviously undermined the attraction of economic 
imperatives which demand a culture of ecologically unsustainable growth. As 
Paul Crutzen, the atmospheric chemist credited with coining the term “An-
thropocene,” puts it: “The Great Acceleration is reaching criticality. Enor-
mous, immediate challenges confront humanity over the next few decades as 
it attempts to pass through a bottleneck of continued population growth, ex-
cessive resource use and environmental deterioration. [Nevertheless] in most 
parts of the world the demand for fossil fuels overwhelms the desire to reduce 
greenhouse emissions” (Steffen, Crutzen, and McNeill 2007, 620). Regardless 
of any further claims about its “epochal” significance, if the evidence cited 
above is indicative of a more general state of affairs, it seems self-evident that 
the current state of relationships between humans and the more-than-human 
world is problematic in the extreme.

The second thing the Anthropocene literature foregrounds is how we typ-
ically conceive of the environmental crisis as a multitude of “issues” to be 
“solved” by the right kind of practical behaviors. Crutzen does exactly this 
when he suggests that our present crisis emphasizes “the enormity of human-
ity’s responsibility as stewards of the Earth,” a role Crutzen thinks we can sat-
isfy if we “pioneer a modest, renewable, mindful, and less material lifestyle” 
(primarily by eating less meat and using public transport); increase funding 
for technoscience (particularly “bio-adaptive technologies”); and shift “from 
crusade to management, so that we can steer nature’s course symbiotically in-
stead of enslaving the formerly natural world” (Crutzen and Schwägerl, 2011). 
As the ecophenomenologist Ted Toadvine argues, however, by characterizing 
the debate exclusively in terms of an issue/solution schema, the more basic 
terms under which “environmental issues” are enframed (e.g., as matters of 
“excessive resource use”) aren’t really up for discussion (2009, 3).
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the issue with “issues”

One might be forgiven for thinking that the issue/solution schema isn’t par-
ticularly problematic. If we find ourselves in a crisis which requires our ur-
gent attention, then one might think that (for the time being) we should 
focus exclusively on the right kinds of practical responses.1 But this would 
be a mistake for two reasons. Firstly, because, as Neil Evernden (1993, xi) 
suggests, understanding the environmental crisis as an overwhelming collec-
tion of “issues” inhibits sustained, engaged action in the wholesale manner 
seemingly required. Secondly, and more importantly, because the urgency of 
these calls to specifically practical action also prevents us from recognizing 
that “environmental issues” are “simply the visible portion of a much larger 
entity, most of which lies beneath the surface, beyond our daily inspection. 
The submerged mass constitutes the fundamental ‘problem,’ that domain of 
unspoken assumptions which legitimates, indeed even demands, the behav-
iour which precipitates the state of affairs we designate as ‘the environmen-
tal crisis’ ” (Evernden 1993, xii).2 According to Evernden, by committing our 
resources to tackling “environmental issues” in our present piecemeal fash-
ion, we’re doomed never to address the crisis itself, because some of its root 
causes remain unchallenged.

Like Evernden, I suspect that our ongoing failure to amend the behav-
iors and attitudes which precipitate the crisis stems largely from the ways 
that “environmental issues” and subsequently plausible “solutions” have 
hitherto been set up. If so, then any successful attempt to address them re-
quires some investigation of the basic terms of debate. What I want to sug-
gest in this book is that one fruitful avenue of investigation pertains to the 
violence already implicit in the dominant ways that we—primarily through 
adherence to the objectivistic onto-epistemological lens typical of the natural 
sciences—conceptualize more-than-human entities and our relationships to 
them. There can be no clear distinction between violent behaviors and their 
accompanying perceptual or conceptual schemes, I will suggest, because any 
such distinctions will fail to appreciate that our theoretical pronouncements 
are already intimately related to our habitual relationships with the world we 
investigate. Any such distinctions thus rely on the possibility of neatly distin-
guishing theory from praxis, which I deny. Tackling our environmental crisis 
wholesale, I will argue, requires attention to the (meta)theoretical apparatuses 
which license endemic behavioral violence, because those apparatuses already 
do violence to the more-than-human world through the limited ontological 
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and epistemological terms they permit.3 Fleshing out this claim is the main 
task of chapters 1, 2, and 3.

Even setting aside my specific contentions for the moment, given that our 
improving knowledge hasn’t translated into sufficiently radical engagement 
with environmental “issues,” Evernden’s suspicions appear to warrant inves-
tigation. Since attending to our “submerged mass” appears to be a distinctly 
philosophical undertaking, one might think this task should fall to “environ-
mental philosophy.” However, as a matter of historical accuracy, Toadvine 
(2009, 4) notes that, at least in the Anglophone tradition, environmental phi-
losophy has generally neglected this task and taken up the more superficial 
issue/solution schema. To understand why, one must appreciate that “philos-
ophies of nature” have a longer history than environmental philosophy in its 
current guise, in which it is primarily conceived of as environmental ethics.

As Bruce Foltz and Robert Frodeman (2004, 2–3) note, “philosophies of 
nature” enjoyed a long period of historical development, shaped by predomi-
nantly teleological conceptions of the more-than-human world, prior to mo-
dernity when—doubtless partly because of the incredible predictive successes 
of the natural sciences—reductive, mechanistic, and value-free conceptions 
of the more-than-human world began to prevail. As Bruno Latour (1993) 
has influentially observed, the early modernist schemas of Bacon, Descartes, 
Newton, and Galileo, unlike those of many of their forebears, promised pu-
rification of separate realms of enquiry: an accessible world of wholly know-
able natural objects-in-themselves on the one hand and a separable world of 
interrogative subjects on the other.

Kant inaugurated a well-known challenge to this picture by problematizing 
the attempt to purify reality of epistemic relations to its human investigator. 
One way to understand the mistake that Kant diagnoses in precritical meta-
physics is as follows: by failing to appreciate that one’s knowledge of “objects” 
cannot be entirely uncoupled from the “subjective” conceptual structures one 
imposes upon them, the dogmatic metaphysician unwittingly incorporates the 
more-than-human world into ours, mistaking the correlational character of 
the world-for-us for the (allegedly otherwise unknowable) world-in-itself. As 
Foltz and Frodeman note, the confines of the Kantian schema therefore dic-
tate that specifically philosophical reflections on the world’s character must be 
fundamentally introverted: limited to “ ‘formal,’ transcendental reflection on 
the possibilities and operations of our positive knowledge of nature, with the 
‘material’ or contentful knowledge of nature restricted to the safe harbors and 
placid waters of the natural sciences” (2004, 2).
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Although the post-Kantian picture differs radically in many respects from 
its predecessor, one thing remains common to both: ontology and episte-
mology remain relatively securely within the confines of the natural sciences. 
Any exploration of the “objective” character of the more-than-human world 
is, therefore, limited largely by the same exclusionary scientific assumptions 
and apparatuses which delineate the character we may discern in it. The main 
difference between precritical dogmatism and post-Kantian positivism con-
cerns whether natural scientists can legitimately aim for correspondence be-
tween their findings and the “mind-independent” world. Given the confines 
of the Kantian schema, the positivists, insofar as they consistently reject ac-
cess to the “purified” objects-in-themselves of the precritical schema, hold 
that they cannot. 

Since environmental ethics emerged as a discipline in the 1970s against 
the backdrop of positivism, Toadvine argues, it was inevitable that it would 
retain the “Kantian division of theoretical from practical knowledge” (2009, 
5). Adherence to this division would explain why environmental ethics of-
ten continues to find itself limited to the issue/solution schema, concerning 
itself with “purely axiological questions,” rather than “raising deeper and 
more radical questions about the philosophical assumptions underlying our 
scientific and political commitments” (2009, 5). Even today, the basic terms 
many environmental philosophers use to identify the objects of their con-
cern (e.g., “ecosystem” and “biodiversity”) are adopted relatively uncritically 
from ecological science and so, given the Kantian division of labor, “predate 
a systematic philosophical exploration” (Foltz and Frodeman 2004, 4) of the 
commitments already implied by them. Perhaps more troublingly, because 
ontology continues to be afforded a certain deliberative priority over axiol-
ogy, scientific terms also appear to dictate the shape that “solutions” (fre-
quently understood as “moral obligations”) must take. This is exactly what 
we see happen in Crutzen’s case: his third “solution” explicitly draws its jus-
tification from the scientist Alexander von Humboldt’s ecological holism. For 
motives similar to Crutzen’s, the imperative to adopt ecologically symbiotic 
behaviors has become a popular sort of “solution” in the environmental eth-
ics literature.4

I emphasize the development of environmental ethics within the post-
Kantian context for several reasons, each of which is important in setting 
up the terms of the present inquiry. The first is straightforward. Following 
Evernden and Toadvine, I’ve suggested that some philosophical questioning 
of our basic assumptions and onto-epistemological apparatuses is required 
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if we’re to establish the wholesale engagement seemingly necessary to dis-
rupt the behaviors responsible for our crisis situation. However, this (meta)
theoretical groundwork falls outside the usual axiological scope of environ-
mental ethics.

Given their near monopoly on ontological and epistemological matters, 
any such task would apparently fall to the natural sciences. But it’s hard 
to see how they could carry out a sufficiently radical investigation of their 
own terms, given the narrow confines of science’s positivistic remit within 
the post-Kantian context, where, as Charles S. Brown observes, “the modern 
enframing of nature results in a conception of nature consisting entirely of 
extensional properties related to one another within a causal matrix” (2003, 
3). Any violence that such enframing might do to the more-than-human 
world isn’t the sort of thing that can show up, and, therefore, be addressed, 
within a positivistic framework (Evernden 1993, 23). Furthermore, if, as I 
will argue, the way that we ordinarily take the more-than-human world to be 
exhaustively enframed by scientific terms is largely a persisting (but empiri-
cally invisible) philosophical and political relic of the problematic modern-
ist schema championed by Descartes and Bacon, then science’s background 
assumptions cannot uncritically constitute the boundary conditions of the 
radical sort of investigation I have in mind. We need to adopt a critical ap-
proach to environmental philosophy and its orientation relative to natural 
science if we’re to attend to the necessary groundwork in earnest. That is one 
main task of this book.

dogmatic naturalism vs. correlationism

The foregoing also helps highlight some other concerns that any critical  
environmental philosophy must navigate. One such concern relates to the 
relationships between realism, metaphysics, and critique.

Despite our reservations about its stronghold on epistemological and on-
tological matters, it should be obvious why environmental philosophers have 
sought to retain a starring role for natural science: doing so helps establish the 
requisite “realism” within our philosophies to address the more-than-human 
world itself. Even Kant (1996, 402/A370) subscribes to an “empirical realism” 
whereby the “objective” properties of existent worldly entities really can be 
known, if only as they are given a set of conceptual assumptions. Without 
commitment to some sort of metaphysically real world—which is pervasive 
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in pre- and post-Kantian contexts—it’s hard to see how one could be moved 
by the evidence cited at the outset. Why worry about the disappearing habi-
tats of polar bears or pygmy three-toed sloths, for instance, unless one thinks 
that there really are some such entities whose habitats are disappearing?5 But 
science does more than afford the bare possibility of “realism.” Science also 
provides environmental philosophy with increasingly sophisticated and fine-
grained observations that are essential to understanding the contours of our 
crisis situation (how else could we begin to grasp the harm in destabilizing 
forest ecosystems or phosphorus cycles, for example?) and some possible 
means of addressing it (via resource allocation models, and so on).

Nevertheless, respecting science’s valuable contributions cannot require 
commitment to any sort of dogmatic metaphysical naturalism under which 
the ontological reality uncovered by the natural sciences is taken to straight-
forwardly correspond to the mind-independent world. This position is prob-
lematic for reasons that we’ve already seen Kant identify. Kant suggests that 
dogmatic metaphysicians misrepresent more-than-human entities by project-
ing correlational epistemic properties—which are nonaccidentally related 
to the kinds of perceivers we are—onto “things-in-themselves.” Theirs is 
more or less the same mistake identified by the German biologist Jakob von 
Uexküll (1957). Uexküll suggests that even human organisms tend to mis-
take their Umwelt (or environment)—complete with biosemiotic signs spe-
cifically related to the biological capacities that organism possesses—for the  
Umgebung, or (allegedly “noumenal”) reality itself.6 Uexküll contends that 
for ticks, for example, space and time exist only relative to the chemical stimu-
lus of butyric acid, which is straightforwardly absent from human Umwelten. 
Thus, the overall problem with taking natural science (suitably conceived: 
Descartes’s physics is not Bacon’s empiricism) to provide a straightforward 
window onto mind-independent reality is that it promises what Hilary Put-
nam calls “the metaphysical objectivity of the God’s Eye view” (1981, 55), 
but achieves it only by subsuming more-than-human reality under our own—
markedly human—conceptual schemes.7

In one sense, by forcing us to address the conceptual sediment that infuses 
our accounts of reality, Kant’s Copernican Revolution represents significant 
improvement in our potential to reduce the ontological and epistemological 
violence done to the more-than-human world. If our observations of phe-
nomena are never passive, desituated, nor epistemically innocent, as Kant and 
his descendants suggest, then we should surely be alive to our contributions to 
those phenomena in a manner that speaks against our violent appropriation 
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of them. One might reasonably understand environmental theorists like the 
ecofeminists we will encounter in chapter 2 to be engaged in a related project 
of critical self-reflexivity through their attempts to weed out some problem-
atic conceptual assumptions implicit in the ways that we typically enframe 
the more-than-human world. If, as ecofeminists suggest, the violence done in 
callous habitat depletion is intimately related to the violence done in “natu-
ralizing” our perspectives on it—perhaps even in characterizing rainforests 
as “depleted resources,” for instance—then we must presumably heed the 
Kantian imperative for critical self-reflexivity in any attempt to attend to our 
submerged mass.

In another sense, however, the introverted focus Kant forces in phi-
losophy makes it difficult to see how philosophy can evade what Quentin 
Meillassoux calls the “correlationist circle” (2008, 5). In this circle, corre-
lational terms like those identified by Kant are absolutized—in at least the 
epistemological sense—such that perceptual or conceptual access to non-
human things themselves becomes impossible. In the correlationist model 
(which I explore in chapter 4), one effectively abandons any attempt to 
address the more-than-human-world on its own terms. The correlationist 
is, instead, led to make claims like the following: “ ‘Objects’ do not exist 
independently of conceptual schemes. We cut up the world into objects 
when we introduce one or another scheme of description” (Putnam 1981, 
45). Under correlationism, the necessity of doing pervasive violence to the 
world through imposition of our conceptual schemes becomes something 
we simply (perhaps begrudgingly) accept.

Note that one reason Putnam speaks of multiple schemes of description is 
in recognition of the multitude of correlational intermediaries between “sub-
ject” and “object” explored since Kant. For Michel Foucault or Judith But-
ler, this might be ideological discourse; for Ludwig Wittgenstein or Jacques  
Derrida, this might be language; and so on. But what is common to all cor-
relationist philosophies, according to Meillassoux, is their totalitarianism. By 
moving from a reality carved up by “a Mythical mind” (in Kant) to multiple 
“social” accounts of correlational mediation (post-Kant), Latour argues that 
investigative subjects remain “locked not only into the prison of their own 
categories, but into that of their social groups as well” (1999, 6–7). From this 
limited purview, of which the environmental philosophers Steven Vogel (2002; 
2015) and William Cronon (1995) are arguably key proponents, “nature” 
(i.e., nonhuman reality) ends up being a “profoundly human construction” 
(Cronon 1995, 25). This is because, while neither Cronon nor Vogel denies the 
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existence of a metaphysically real world beyond our practical involvements 
with it, they nevertheless deny any possibility of access to it independently 
of mediation by reified human concepts (including “nature” and “environ-
ment”), culture, practices, and so on (Vogel 2002, 29–32). 

Vogel’s case is complicated by his contention that we (literally) construct 
our environments through physical labor rather than the projection of concep-
tual schemes. For him, “subject and object come to be what they are through 
practice, not the other way around” (Vogel 2015, 123). However, Vogel (2015, 
14, 44–45, 123, 143) also spends a great deal of time emphasizing the capi-
talist purview crystallized within the web of practices that shape the world 
and our knowledge of it, which, according to his own logic, remains equally 
inseparable from how we become and understand ourselves. Thus, there is an 
important neo-Hegelian sense in which Vogel ontologically absolutizes the 
terms of the correlation, which prevents him from getting any closer to a genu-
inely more-than-human world on its own terms (i.e., independent of those 
imposed via value-laden capitalistic practices). The world here just is “the 
world we have built,” and “the ‘matter’ of which materialism speaks is always 
a matter that we have built” (Vogel 2015, 73, 90). Likewise, other than provid-
ing relatively stable structural conditions for construction (the “forces of air 
and gravity, of heat and light, of decay and oxidation and time”), nonhuman 
“artifacts” retain predictably little ontological resistance or impact upon our 
epistemic processes beyond the minimal capacity for disruption experienced 
through the baker’s or engineer’s inability to wholly predict the behaviors of 
yeast microbes or shopping malls (2015, 112–15).8 Insofar as they lack the 
linguistic sophistication to literally “speak,” Vogel also denies nonhuman  
entities any independent capacity to correct our plastic and utilitarian con-
structions of them (see chapter 6).

Why is this significant for our present task? I’ve suggested that one under-
lying cause of the environmental crisis is our imposition of certain kinds of 
ontological and epistemological schema onto the more-than-human world. 
It’s at least plausible, and therefore worthy of investigation, that the behav-
ioral violence enacted in aggressive deforestation for palm oil cultivation, for 
instance, is nonaccidentally related to the violence done at a metatheoretical 
level through the ways we conceptualize the terms of debate. If the bounds 
of the correlationist circle are as inescapable as they appear, however, then 
we face the problem that situated human “subjects” are substantively cleaved 
from the nonhuman “objects” of their concern (rainforests, orangutans, bio-
diversity, etc.) and so any attempt to address these entities themselves appears 
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futile.9 If environmental philosophy is doomed to forever conceptualize—or, 
as Cronon and Vogel contend, construct—the more-than-human world from 
within our increasingly narrow, anthropocentric prisons, then any hope of 
better addressing it on its own terms appears to be lost.

Of course, even from within a correlationist or constructivist purview, en-
vironmental philosophy isn’t without merit. It can remain self-reflexive about 
its political and philosophical commitments in the praiseworthy sense that 
those schemas and “practices that know themselves as such, that acknowledge 
their own social and transformative character, are to be preferred . . . over 
those that do not” (Vogel 2002, 35). By acknowledging the epistemic cen-
trality of one’s specific human situation in revealing more-than-human phe-
nomena, theory might ostensibly therefore remain anthropocentric in only 
a benign ontological sense rather than the more obviously pernicious ethi-
cal sense where human needs become central to and sufficient for guiding  
human-nonhuman relationships.10 But, if all epistemic access to the more-
than-human world is socially constructed, then philosophy’s acknowledg-
ment of its inherent ontological anthropocentrism or anthropomorphism is 
as far as it can stretch in its commitment to mitigate onto-epistemological 
violence. Environmental theory would remain irredeemably anthropocen-
tric in the potentially dangerous ontological sense that, even in critique, it 
couldn’t penetrate the value-laden terms under which we allegedly construct 
“nature” in the first place. There could be no possibility of correction from 
outside the correlationist circle. Thus, if the more fundamental sort of vio-
lence we’re investigating can be understood, in part, as the failure or refusal 
to engage with the more-than-human world on its own terms—which is what 
the intuitive attraction of naturalistic realism in an environmental context 
suggests—then correlationists and constructivists are set against addressing 
this sort of violence even in principle.

Some go further. Timothy Morton, for instance, claims that if “objectiv-
ity” is reduced to “objectivity for us”—where “us” denotes human beings, as 
Putnam concedes—then environmental theory remains irredeemably geared 
toward violence against nonhuman entities (Morton 2011; Putnam 1981, 
55). Morton makes this charge for reasons similar to Uexküll’s: because 
in the correlationist circle—even in acts of  critique—nonhuman “things” 
show up for us only insofar as they relate to our interests as manifested in 
human concepts and language. Even if one finds Morton’s claim too strong, 
by effectively reducing nonhuman entities to our representations or con-
structions of them, correlationism nevertheless appears to introvert critical 
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environmental philosophy in a manner relatively straightforwardly incom-
patible with more-than-human alterity. If the cost of taking seriously our 
active contribution to the objects of our concern is that we ultimately legiti-
mate conceptual violence against them, then, given our current project, the 
cost is surely too much.

The preceding discussion is too coarsely grained to do justice to the issues 
and approaches it touches upon. I will revisit some of them in what follows. 
Nevertheless, regardless of its simplicity, the foregoing should serve useful 
to position the argument that will be advanced in this book. To summarize:

1. Philosophers must investigate the terms by which the environmental 
crisis is enframed if we’re to address it in earnest.

2. This task requires critical assessment of the assumptions, appara-
tuses, and commitments involved in the natural scientific ontologies 
and epistemologies which underpin our understanding of environ-
mental “issues.”

3. Since this critical assessment is a distinctly philosophical undertaking, 
the focus of environmental philosophy must also be a critical one.

4. Critical environmental philosophy also needs to avoid the pitfalls of 
dogmatic naturalism and correlationism, each of which risks doing 
undue violence to the more-than-human world by implicitly or ex-
plicitly subsuming it under anthropocentric terms (i.e., as it shows 
up for us only relative to our concerns, concepts, power relations, 
language, and so on).

an ecophenomenological alternative

In what follows, I employ ecophenomenological tools to attend to the task 
outlined above. Resituating environmental philosophy in the vein licensed by 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s work, I will argue, allows it to resist uncritically 
adopting reductive naturalist ontologies and epistemologies. Moreover, this 
sort of ecophenomenology may also chart the requisite course between dog-
matic realism and correlationism to address the more-than-human world 
on its own, rich, terms. Note, however that I say, “licensed by Merleau-
Ponty’s work.” His later ontological turn notwithstanding, I believe that 
the ecophenomenological approach advocated in this book chimes with 
Merleau-Ponty’s most important philosophical commitments. Nevertheless, 
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I’m more interested in whether this approach may help to disrupt the vio-
lence of our submerged mass than whether it is an entirely faithful rendition 
of Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy. I will, therefore, hereafter refer to it being 
“Merleau-Pontian.”

According to the Merleau-Pontian model I advocate, our respective pit-
falls may be avoided via attention to the epistemic salience of one’s embodi-
ment to the world one inhabits.11 A reconstruction of my basic argument 
is as follows: since all ontology and epistemology are derived from a per-
ceptual horizon which, given the fundamental subject-object ambiguity of 
one’s embodiment, admits of “subject” or “object” poles as only secondary 
abstractions, then—contrary to Latour’s (1993, 8–9) accusations—the eco-
phenomenologist may reject the terms of the modernist schema. Doing so 
means that the Merleau-Pontian isn’t left with a choice between dogmatic 
naturalistic objectivity and correlational objectivity-for-us (conceived natu-
ralistically or otherwise). Why? Because, as embodied, one is ontologically 
continuous with the more-than-human world investigated and so isn’t de-
nied unmediated access to it in the manner of the correlationist “subject” 
(versus correlationism). But also because ecophenomenologists deny that ac-
cessing the world on its own terms requires recourse to “mind-independent 
objects”—the sloth, polar bear, or forest ecosystem “in-themselves”—devoid 
of conceptual sediment or active structuring on our part (versus dogmatic 
naturalism).

To elaborate, it’s important to realize that both dogmatic naturalist and 
correlationist alternatives “share a common assumption, namely, that nature 
in its own right lacks a sense or meaning that is open to human understand-
ing” (Toadvine 2009, 15). The former generally denies that “meaning” exists 
as a basic facet of the nonhuman world because it cannot obviously be identi-
fied as a positive property-in-itself. The latter at least denies that nonhuman 
entities have meanings of their own that can be made available to us outside 
of our various conceptual schemes or social practices. This is one key reason 
why, for Kant and many of his environmentally minded descendants (e.g., 
Wilson 1998), recognition of the correlation doesn’t disrupt naturalism’s 
stranglehold on ontology and epistemology, but rather results in resituating 
science positivistically. In making the claims they do, however, both dogmatic 
naturalists and correlationists tend to license only a limited and plastic model 
of the more-than-human world. Both also risk making meaning, culture, and 
agency the preserve of human subjects in a suspiciously anthropocentric 
manner.12
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For the Merleau-Pontian ecophenomenologist, however, reality is ex-
pressed ambiguously between body-subject and world, and so the more-
than-human world can express its own, rich, meanings with, or through, 
human body-subjects. The Merleau-Pontian can, therefore, resist fundamen-
tal commitment to naturalism’s reductive ontological and epistemological 
terms. Moreover, expressive truth becomes possible by rejecting the mod-
ernist separation of subject from object. There is, therefore, no need for the 
Merleau-Pontian to speak of “filtration” between poles, so any charge of a 
pejorative anthropocentrism derived from the apparent necessity of corre-
lational mediation will also be overdrawn. Importantly, however, dissolving 
a difference in kind needn’t make the body-subject and more-than-human 
world the same thing. Epistemic contact with the more-than-human world 
itself does not, therefore, grant the Merleau-Pontian infallible acquaintance 
with its meanings. Neither must the Merleau-Pontians’ claim that theirs are 
the only meanings truly available for expression. Thus, Merleau-Pontian eco-
phenomenology finds space for both robust critical self-reflexivity (as is de-
manded post-Kant), and radical openness to the more-than-human world on 
its own, rich, terms (embracing a realism seemingly impossible post-Kant).

Since satisfying both demands appears essential for a positive and rigor-
ous reconfiguring of the entities that environmental philosophers address, it 
should be clear why Merleau-Pontian ecophenomenology provides a useful 
toolkit for our present task. Much more must be said about all of this, how-
ever, if a convincing case is to be made for asking philosophers to reconceive 
the environmental crisis ecophenomenologically. Since providing the details 
of this case is the task of the present book, however, I resist the urge to do 
so here. I shall instead signpost the main contours of my argument via an 
outline of the following chapters.

chapter outline

One main task of chapters 2 and 3 is to explore what is so problematic about 
our default naturalism in ontological and epistemological matters. In chapter 
1, I draw principally from Merleau-Ponty’s Structure of  Behaviour and Phe-
nomenology of  Perception to argue that, by granting ontological status only 
to positive objects-in-themselves (including reified relations and processes 
such as ecosystems or carbon cycles-in-themselves), naturalism neglects 
the diacritical relations that provide the necessary perceptual background 



14 becoming a place of unrest

for those “objects” to present themselves with the character they do.13 By 
neglecting these relations, the objectivistic remit of natural science affords 
a limited and phenomenologically suspect model of the more-than-human 
world. Since, I argue, the ultimate basis of ontology and epistemology is our 
phenomenological openings onto the world, the latter charge undermines the 
assumed philosophical legitimacy of “objective thought” (PP, 71) that un-
derpins naturalism. Moreover, since “objective thought” deals solely in re-
flective abstractions, it also risks distorting the character of the phenomena 
that natural scientists seek to address. If, as I have suggested, science cannot 
itself attend to these failings, then a “return to the [more-than-human] things 
themselves . . . is from the start a foreswearing of science” (PP, viii).

I then outline key features of a Merleau-Pontian alternative which takes 
seriously that one’s ordinary modes of bodily comportment into the world 
form part of the diacritical background which affords the basic meanings 
that the more-than-human world permits. Since it is also only as one’s body 
that one may grasp the world’s own meanings, one’s body also affords unme-
diated contact with that world, complete with a richer and more profound 
set of (e.g., axiological) meanings than might otherwise be accommodated. 
Nevertheless, since Merleau-Ponty argues that the meanings the world af-
fords at the level of consciousness rely on a preconscious “body schema” 
subject to habitual sediment, the Merleau-Pontian ecophenomenologists 
must remain radically reflective about their own sedimented intentional (e.g., 
ideological, political, and economic) commitments. Failure to recognize our 
intentional contributions to the world’s physiognomy is part of the reason 
why, I will suggest, even as environmental philosophers, we unwittingly en-
frame the more-than-human world under the implicitly instrumentalist terms 
of technoscience.

Understood in the Merleau-Pontian context I suggest, the main problem in 
trying to discern the world’s true ontological character is that body-subjects 
are embedded within the world they investigate, and so cannot enact the sort 
of transcendent or transcendental reflection which naturalism—as a form 
of objective thought—appears to require.14 The major lesson here is that, 
for the Merleau-Pontian, the error involved in our objectivistic appropriation 
of the more-than-human world is more-than-cognitive; it is one of praxis. It 
pertains to our basic, bodily, ways of navigating, utilizing, and relating to 
the world; ways which are always partly the product of historico-cultural 
sediment. Since a full transcendent or transcendental reduction is impossible, 
this means that an appropriate approach to addressing problematic accounts 
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of that world must be one of radically reflective praxis. Merleau-Pontian eco-
phenomenology contributes to our renewed investigation of the more-than-
human world by setting itself up, more or less, as a certain kind of critical 
social praxis. The critical self-reflexivity involved in such a praxis is related to 
that which is of merit in Vogel’s account. Unlike Vogel’s environmental phi-
losophy, however, Merleau-Pontian ecophenomenology benefits from being 
able to understand “seeing better” partly in terms of the accuracy with which 
one expresses the meanings made available for expression by the more-than-
human world itself.

In chapter 2, I explore the powerful contributions that ecofeminism may 
offer ecophenomenology by providing a better account of some of the prob-
lematic political sediment of our submerged mass. Val Plumwood’s ecofemi-
nism, I argue, contributes to our capacity for radical reflection by highlighting 
that objectivistic schemas (like those commonly advanced by natural scien-
tists) rely on a colonial logic. The issue here isn’t only that subject and object 
are misleadingly set apart in kind, but also that their separation results partly 
from a value dualism, according to which “objects” are hierarchically infe-
rior to “subjects.” Thus, Plumwood allows us to see that if we’re to address 
our environmental crisis then we must disrupt the implicitly dualistic terms 
under which natural science operates because these are set violently against 
nonhierarchical and nonexploitative engagement with nonhuman entities 
(and other Others) from the outset.

While Plumwood’s basic argument is compelling, I argue that its salient 
features should be reconfigured ecophenomenologically. The main reason for 
my recommendation is because, by situating her approach naturalistically, 
Plumwood courts a curious disembodiment within theory. By failing to fully 
appreciate the intentional salience of embodiment, Plumwood leaves herself 
insufficiently open to the radical alterity that may imbue the ways that non-
human animals, for instance, may differentially experience the world’s mean-
ings. Furthermore, by failing to appreciate the extent to which dualistic logic 
saturates the background of our ontological predispositions, Plumwood also 
misconstrues how best to unseat dualistic praxis. 

In chapter 3, I take up the (primarily critical) insights of the previous 
chapters to explore how Merleau-Pontian ecophenomenology, bolstered with 
ecofeminist and new materialist insights, might help us perceive the more-
than-human world better. I do this primarily by considering some provisional 
ways in which the praxis I defend might foreground subject/object, mind/
nature, and mind/body continuities as correctives to our default naturalism’s 
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illicit dualism. I argue that naturalism’s objectivistic assumptions render it 
incompatible with recent insights about the intentional meanings plausibly 
expressed by beetles and forests, and the quasi agency possessed by waste 
plastic. These incompatibilities force us to recognize that the epistemologi-
cal and ontological commitments involved in taking the “objects” enframed 
by naturalism to exhaust the world—and, therefore, form the basis of our 
understanding of the “environmental crisis”—conceal a drive to mastery as 
part of their diacritical background. This is because they remain inattentive 
to the partial openings from which they are derived and the intentional com-
mitments (e.g., the “masculine” political impetus to reduce more-than-human 
entities to resources) which infuse the background terms of engagement.

Engaging with the more-than-human world on its own terms, I argue, 
requires a philosophy equipped to recognize the mindlike properties that 
entities may possess. But it also requires recognizing that the metaphysi-
cal presupposition of a wholly knowable realm of objects-in-themselves 
(whether dogmatic or positivistic) is unfit for purpose. This is because the 
more-than-human world cannot be unproblematically reduced to a collec-
tion of determinate “objects” or properties-in-themselves. But it is also be-
cause concerned epistemic “subjects” cannot be purified of the multitude of 
ostensibly “objective” properties which delineate the intentional character of 
the objects they grasp. Not only is this because things emerge for us relative 
to the specific demands of our motor intentions (as Merleau-Ponty shows), 
but also because (as Jane Bennett argues) we cannot purify epistemic “sub-
jects” of the contribution provided by the foods they consume, and so on.

Philosophy must acknowledge that our ontologies and epistemologies 
are nonaccidentally related to the irreducibly embodied modes of engage-
ment under which they are taken up. I therefore follow Merleau-Ponty in de-
parting from reductive naturalism and propose a new onto-epistemological 
norm: the “view-from-everywhere,” which, as the sum of true expressions of 
the world, may encompass the intentional meanings expressed by divergent 
more-than-human entities. Taking up a view-from-everywhere, I argue, al-
lows us to appreciate that entities can be taken up under multiple legitimate 
schemes of description that do not individually exhaust the meanings truly 
available for expression (some of which, given our limited kinds of embodied 
openings, will be beyond our ken). The descriptions that atmospheric chem-
ists offer about carbon dioxide emissions, for example, may be true, but only 
granted certain regional concessions and cannot, therefore, exhaust the phe-
nomena they describe. By embracing the more positive onto-epistemological 
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norm required by ecophenomenological analysis, I argue, we stand a better 
chance of addressing the submerged mass of our environmental crisis. This 
is because the norm I suggest is geared away from doing undue violence to 
more-than-human alterity from the outset. It cannot, after all, require us to 
reduce a forest to “carbon deposits,” an “ecosystem,” or certain “ecosystem 
services.” I end the chapter by discussing how we might resist objectifying 
habits by inculcating a praxis of radical reflection.

If chapters 1 to 3 focus broadly on Merleau-Pontian ecophenomenology’s 
rejection of naturalism, then chapters 4 to 6 concern its rejection of cor-
relationism. In chapter 4, I address the claim that even a radically reflective 
ecophenomenology is incompatible with addressing the more-than-human 
world itself in the manner required by a view-from-everywhere. Proponents 
of this charge hold that, by subsuming more-than-human entities into a hu-
man intentional horizon, phenomenology remains correlationist in the prob-
lematic (ontologically and, subsequently, ethically) anthropocentric sense 
already discussed. I dispute this claim for reasons already mooted. Firstly, 
for the Merleau-Pontian, one is never straightforwardly a human “subject” 
cleaved from the world-in-itself in the requisite manner for any serious cor-
relationist charge to hold. Secondly, the critical focus of Merleau-Pontian 
ecophenomenology better equips it to resist conceptual violence against the 
more-than-human world than its allegedly anticorrelationist rivals. Thus, I 
argue, there is no in-principle incompatibility between my praxis and the 
goal I set for it.

In chapter 5 I discuss a narrower version of the correlationist charge which 
holds that, although there may be no in-principle contradiction between eco-
phenomenology and an anticolonial rethinking of our onto-epistemological 
assumptions, ecophenomenology is problematically predisposed to colonial-
ism via its inherent androcentrism. This issue arises for reasons similar to the 
ones explored by Plumwood: in patriarchal or dualistic societies, our concep-
tual and perceptual schemes are dominated by problematic discursive norms 
which don’t present themselves straightforwardly to consciousness. The main 
charge here is that phenomenology is prone to mistake its androcentric inten-
tional heritage (e.g., by making objectification a transcendental condition of 
experience in Husserl’s case) for the expression of the world’s nondiscursive 
meanings; an error that, because of its introverted focus on lived-experience, 
ecophenomenology appears poorly equipped to uncover. Whilst it is true, I ar-
gue, that the Merleau-Pontian must engage with the more-than-human world’s 
own nondiscursive grounds, it is false to think that reflectively uncovering them 
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is a solitary endeavor. Rather, it is recognition of the tensions between one’s 
transcendence and immanence that ultimately opens the Merleau-Pontian to 
fruitful intersubjective means of correction as a matter of course. Thus, eco-
phenomenology’s potential for nonandrocentrism, like its capacity to avoid a 
pernicious ontological-cum-ethical anthropocentrism, derives from its rejec-
tion of the terms of the modernist schema and its subsequent recognition that 
a full transcendent or transcendental reduction is unobtainable.

Nevertheless, it might be objected that our view-from-everywhere doesn’t 
seem to be straightforwardly amenable to correction by nonhuman entities 
themselves and so ecophenomenology harbors a residual tendency toward 
the more troubling kind of ontological anthropocentrism which limits our 
openness to the ethical demands or ontologically real meanings of more-
than-human others. In chapter 6, I discuss Merleau-Ponty’s later ontological 
turn, which has the potential to address this sort of issue by making all ex-
pressions constitutive of the world’s own “flesh.” I argue, however, that any 
subject-object reversibility licensed by the flesh is dialectically uninformative 
and may hamper the critical self-reflexivity which provides much of ecophe-
nomenology’s merit. One reason for its failings is that this appeal to the flesh 
requires a fundamental flattening of ontology that ends up obscuring or nat-
uralizing the specific terms of the phenomenological opening under which it 
was flattened. Thus, such an appeal threatens openness to alterity by making 
the Other’s unfamiliarity too familiar in a manner also seen in speculative re-
alist metaphysics, and not entirely alien to the one seen in objective thought.

In the concluding section, I draw the strands of my argument together. One 
might be disappointed by the failure of a turn to the flesh because it leaves eco-
phenomenology in the apparently paradoxical position of conceding its own 
(fairly strong) ontological anthropocentrism while also claiming that its value 
lies in facilitating less anthropocentric accounts (in intimately related onto-
logical and ethical senses) of the more-than-human world than its objectivistic 
counterparts. Nevertheless, I think that the Merleau-Pontian can overcome the 
apparent performative contradiction involved. This is because, as I have sug-
gested, as a body-subject, one is never only, nor entirely, “human” in the req-
uisite manner for one’s own ontological anthropocentrism to preclude access 
to the meanings expressed by Others with whom one is connatural. Further-
more, by accepting the partiality of one’s opening onto the world’s meanings, 
one resists leveling down the Other’s alterity in the manner one risks by taking 
up a fundamental ontology. Thus, by taking seriously one’s asymmetric (or 
chiasmic) opening onto the more-than-human world (and Others therein), the 
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Merleau-Pontian may chart the requisite course between critical self-reflexivity 
and openness to alterity to resist violently appropriating the more-than-human 
world as a matter of habit.15

scope

I will end this introduction by saying a few words about the scope of my proj-
ect. On the one hand, the task I assign myself is ambitious: to undertake an 
ecophenomenological rethinking of the ways that we understand and relate to 
the more-than-human world. On the other hand, however, my project is rela-
tively modest. The metatheoretical groundwork I have in mind, for instance, 
isn’t even a completely novel one. Related projects have been attempted, with 
mixed results, by critical environmental theorists including deep ecologists 
(e.g., Arne Naess, Warwick Fox), social ecologists (e.g., Murray Bookchin), 
ecofeminists (e.g., Val Plumwood, Carolyn Merchant), and ecophenome-
nologists, some of whom I have drawn upon in this introduction (e.g., Ted 
Toadvine, Bryan E. Bannon, Neil Evernden, David Abram). While I cannot 
address their approaches individually, it might be useful to say something 
about why this kind of Merleau-Pontian approach may be better equipped for 
the task in hand than other kinds of critical environmental theory.

Existing ecophenomenological approaches foreground one common short-
coming among critical environmental theorists insofar as they fail to engage 
sufficiently with (eco)feminist analyses and so tend to overplay our openness 
to (more-than-human) alterity. As I will later illustrate with reference to alter-
native Merleau-Pontian ecophenomenologies, this is often because they mis-
construe the extent of epistemic openness facilitated by one’s embodiment. 
Social ecologists like Bookchin make a related error by “effectively subsuming 
nature under mind” (Cook 2011, 135) in the Hegelian sense. As we shall see, 
ecofeminist approaches exemplify another shortcoming insofar as they often 
fail to address the epistemic salience of one’s embodiment and so are apt to 
either overwrite alterity by situating their approaches naturalistically, or else 
court a problematic correlationism. Similarly, deep ecologists (e.g., Callicott 
1989; Fox 1990), for their part, often base their critiques of mainstream envi-
ronmental philosophy on data appropriated relatively uncritically from eco-
logical science and so inherit its problematic presuppositions. I contend that 
the approach I promote strikes a better balance between openness and critical 
self-reflexivity for the task in hand than do the available alternatives.
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My project is also modest in terms of the things it doesn’t set out to do. 
While my arguments for taking up a radically reflective ecophenomenologi-
cal praxis may seem plausible if one thinks that we should address our funda-
mentally problematic relationships with the more-than-human world, I will 
not supply any metaethical arguments which would tie the reader into an ob-
ligation to care about doing so. Like Edward S. Casey, I take it that “an ethics 
of the environment must begin with the sheer and simple fact of being struck 
by something wrong happening in the environment” (2001, 2). There seem, to 
my mind, to be meanings available for expression within the melting ice caps 
and polluted oceans which provide irreducibly phenomenological reasons to 
do something about them. At least as a provisional hypothesis, this seems to 
me to be unavoidably true. But my contentions may not stir the unflinching 
technocrat who insists they can see no such thing and refuses to engage with 
even the basic demands of my project.

I also don’t consider it to be within the scope of this book to address in 
detail which maxims or normative principles might be legitimately drawn 
from the praxis I espouse. This isn’t because I think that no such guidance 
could arise out of the metatheoretical groundwork I undertake, but because, 
as a situated theorist myself, I must take that situation sufficiently seriously. 
While meaningful work can surely be done in an ecophenomenological 
context concerning practice-focused means of addressing anthropogenic 
climate change, food scarcity, biodiversity loss, and so on, any such work 
must be subject to an intersubjective hyperdialectic which takes seriously 
the fecundities between relevant disciplines (few of which I have been party 
to). Advancing an ethic or policy framework is not the sort of task one can 
plausibly achieve from one’s armchair.

Nevertheless, these admissions don’t make the work I’m doing so modest 
as to be trivial. My aim in this book is to do some of the essential ground-
work for us to attend to the “submerged mass” of our environmental crisis. 
Thus, even though this groundwork may, at times, appear so abstract as to be 
removed from the sphere of practical activism, its value goes beyond any sup-
posed environmental theory/practice distinction. Although I’m wary of his 
wider ontological and epistemological commitments, John Baird Callicott is 
worth quoting at length on why this is the case:

All environmentalists should be activists, but activism can take a 
variety of forms. The way that environmental philosophers can be 
the most effective environmental activists is by doing environmental 
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philosophy. Of course, not everyone can be or wants or needs to be 
an environmental philosopher. Those who are not can undertake 
direct environmental action in other ways. My point is that envi-
ronmental philosophers should not feel compelled to stop thinking, 
talking, and writing about environmental ethics, and go do some-
thing about it instead—because talk is cheap and action is dear. In 
thinking, talking, and writing about environmental ethics, environ-
mental philosophers already have their shoulders to the wheel, help-
ing to reconfigure the prevailing cultural worldview and thus helping 
to push general practice in the direction of environmental responsi-
bility. (1999, 43)


