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ABSTRACT: Deep ecological appeals for wilderness preservation commonly
conjoin argumentsfor participatory land use decision-making with their central
championing of natural areas protection. As an articulation of the normative
meaning of participatory democracy, the discourse ethics advanced by Jirgen
Habermasisemployed to highlight the consistency and justifiability of thisdual
claim. | arguethat Habermasian moral theory revealsakey tension between, on
the one hand, an ethical commitment to wilderness preservation informed by
deep ecological and bioregional principlesthat isoriented to anaturalistic value
order and, on the other, the procedural norms of democratic participation. Itis
claimed that discourse ethics thereby raises critical philosophical and practical
questions concerning the political legitimacy of deep ecology. In examining the
progressive claims of environmental philosophers and wilderness activists
embracing this perspective, | draw empirically upon Canadian arguments for
natural areas protection and associated radical prescriptions for a democratisa-
tion of land use decision-making.

KEYWORDS: hioregionalism, deep ecology, democracy, discourse ethics,
wilderness preservation.

1. INTRODUCTION

Is radical environmentalism, as expressed in deep ecological demands for
wildernesspreservation, compatiblewith democratic will-formation? Where, in
other words, is the symmetry between arguments advanced by wilderness
preservationists to protect large natural areas and their normally joint commit-
ment to participatory decision-making? While of obvioustheoretical interest to
environmental philosophy, where it assumes relevance to recent debate on the
democratic credentials of green political thought,* this question carries wide-
ranging practical implications for the normative claims of the wilderness
preservation movement in North America and Australasia.
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Equating environmentalism with the diverse philosophies and practices
informing a concern with the protection of (natural and human) environmental
quality, wildernesspreservationistsmay belocated at thebi ocentric or ecocentric
end of theenvironmental movement. Lynton Caldwell has succinctly character-
ised the ethical challenge presented by environmentalism.

Themovementislife-centred, distinguished by asense of moral imperativeregarding
human behaviour in relation to other life formswithin the biosphere ... Environmen-
talist values are species-oriented and transgenerational, emphasising persona and
social responsibility.?

With its emphasis on post material values and personal lifestyle choices,
environmentalism shares similarities with other ‘new social movements' —for
example, feminism and the peace movement — that have emerged in advanced
capitalist countries since the 1960s. Differing from established forms of the
labour movement, these new protest groupings lack formal organisation and
ideological unity, expressing diffuse concernswith quality of life, humanrights,
individual self-realisation and, of relevance here, participatory democracy.
Ronald Inglehart hasidentified a‘ silent revolution’ or general long-term shift to
the post material values among western publics, especialy in the younger and
more educated groupsof the new middle classes. This, in part, accountsfor their
peculiarly cultural character, articulating issues traditionally excluded from
mainstream political debate, and doing so through non-institutional modes of
political action — typically unconventional means of collective protest.® My
interest in this paper lies less in the organisational form of the wilderness
preservation movement than in its general value orientation; in particular, the
logical consistency and mora justifiability of its normative premises. By
‘political morality’ | thus refer to those key moral principles motivating green
political action.

Insofar as we can identify a green theory of value anchoring radical
environmentalism, it has been argued both by wilderness activists and environ-
mental philosophersthat wilderness preservation provides the strongest ethical
basisfor an ecologically enlightened rel ationship with non-human nature. This
ecocentric position, itisclaimed, drawsitsclearest inspiration from the contem-
porary experience of ‘wild’ nature in affluent post-frontier societies facing
imminent destruction of remnant wilderness areas. In contrast to European
countries, where existing left-radical political traditions have fashioned the
green response to losses in environmental quality, the wilderness preservation
movement in North Americaand Australasiais portrayed as the main impetus
for a deep ecological position attributing moral considerability to non-human
nature.* The ethical stance thereby adopted impliesafundamental opposition to
the central tenets of industrial society: it challenges orthodox models of eco-
nomic growth, thefaith in ascientific or technological fix to current ecological
problems, and the dominant instrumental mode of relating to nature in western
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culture—that is, as a storehouse of resources. In this sense, deep ecology refers
to those in the environmental movement who ‘go deep in their argumentation
patterns,’ drawing on a distinctive philosophy of nature.®

This paper explores the tension between, on the one hand, amoral commit-
ment to wilderness preservation, framed by deep ecological principles and
bioregional political programmes, that is oriented to a natural attributes based
value order (to use Goodin’'s terminology) and, on the other, the universal
procedural normsof participatory democracy. Asarepresentation of thenorma-
tive meaning of democratic processes, | refer to the moral theoretical arguments
of Jurgen Habermas. His emphasis on questions of justice creates a position for
evaluating the claim made by environmental activiststhat wilderness preserva-
tion constitutesacommon interest deserving of legal protection and administra-
tive recognition in land use policy. In examining this claim to normative
rightness, | will draw substantively upon western Canadian arguments for
natural areas protection and associated prescriptions for a democratisation of
land use decision-making. Firstly, though, | shall outline one moral perspective
that isolatestheoretically the normative force of democracy, understood on this
abstract level as social consensus.

2. DISCOURSE ETHICS: A NORMATIVE FOUNDATION FOR
DEMOCRATIC LEGITIMACY

Habermas introduces the principle of discourse or communicative ethics as a
formal procedurewhere claimsto normativerightnesscan bejudgedimpartially
(‘redeemed discursively’). Thisprocedure—practical discourse—isanargumen-
tative enterprise where the validity of rightness claims s, in principle, deter-
mined by reasoned discussion. An important distinction arises between the
socia purchase and validity of normative claims: the factual prevalence of a
norm does not establish itsvalidity as such. Instead, a principle of universalisa-
tionrulesthat contested normsarejustified only whenall affected by themaccept
their consequences. Valid normsarethuslimited tothosethat embody acommon
or general interest. The condition of intersubjective recognition is designed to
guarantee true impartiality and egalitarian reciprocity in moral choices. From
this requirement Habermas states the central principle of discourse ethics:

Only those norms can claim to be valid that meet (or could meet) with the approval
of all affected in their capacity as participantsin a practical discourse.®

Discourse ethics employs a ‘weak transcendental’ argument to justify the
ideal principleof discursiveconsensus-formation. Thisrecallsacentral claim of
Habermas's wider theory of social action, which makes a key analytical
distinction between strategic action oriented to success (effectiveinfluence) and
communicative action oriented to consensus or mutual understanding. Practical
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discourse, it is claimed, is aways anticipated in everyday contexts of commu-
nicative action:

Argumentation is a reflective form of communicative action and the structures of
action oriented toward reaching understanding alwaysal ready presupposethosevery
relationships of reciprocity and mutual recognition around which all moral ideas
revolve in everyday life no less than in philosophical ethics.”

In other words, in social interaction where human beings must share meaning to
seek understanding, the normative presuppositions of ideal communication are
intuitively grasped. Practical discourse reconstructs the universal character of
thesemoral intuitionsin order to show how they assumeconsensus—i.e., that the
condition for assertion of normative claims is their potential for rational
justification.® For Habermasthese* universal pragmatic presuppositions’ belong
to the know-how of all competent social actorsin the modern world, and thisis
their connectionto practical discourse. Thusrelationsof symmetry and reciproc-
ity presupposed in communicative action become expressed as fundamental
moral principles of justice and solidarity. Justice postulates equal respect and
equal rightsfor theindividual, whereas solidarity concernsthewell-being of the
community to which the individual belongs. These are closely linked in dis-
course ethics: moral norms cannot protect one without the other.® Habermas
therefore stressesthe determination of general interestsasaco-operative, public
process.

What are the implications of this discourse theory for wilderness preserva-
tionpolitics? Theimmediaterel evanceisasaregulativeideathat makespossible
criticism of existing institutional arrangements for land use planning and
management, insofar asthese under-represent or exclude preservation interests.
And there are a priori grounds for suggesting that natural areas protection isa
generalisable interest. The moral priority given to wilderness preservation by
environmentalistsrests, minimally, on ananthropocentriclife-support rationale.
Natural (largely unmodified) ecosystemsprovideessential protectiveand waste-
assimilative functions through the ecological processes that stabilise climate,
regulate air and water cycles, recycle essential elements, absorb pollutants, and
so on. The positive value attached to these processes has become all the more
obvious in an era of globa pollution and climate change. Similarly, the
interconnected importance of protected areas in conserving genetic strains and
wild species: both the World Commission and United Nations Conference on
Environment and Devel opment noted theaccel erated depl etion and extinction of
species resulting from human activities, stressing the economic (commodity)
valuesat stakeasreason enoughtojustify thepreservation of biological diversity
insitu.l®

In paying attention to the normativerightnessof wildernesspreservation, the
tranglation from communicative ethics to the political realm is by no means
straightforward. As formulated by Habermas, and also Karl-Otto Apel, dis-
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course ethics does not imply adetailed model for the organisation of (land use)
decision-making or the adjudication of environmental disputesover coreval ues.
Clearly, no realisable argumentation concerning practical conflictsinterest can
ever completely correspond to an ideal communication community; that is, a
rationally-motivated dialogue under conditions of perfect transparency unlim-
ited by time and space. Both institutional and non-institutional political actors
aresubject to strategic considerations of political power, where coercion may be
at least as important a means of influence as discourse.** Strategic principles
capture the obvious motives of instrumental effectiveness shaping the political
behaviour of interest groups, whatever the constituency they purport to repre-
sent. Habermas makes clear that when only particular interests are at stake —
perhaps in the majority of environmental cases where legal or administrative
regulationsare being questioned — conflicts of action can only be settled through
bargaining and compromise. For astrategically settled compromise of interests,
the more modest role for practical discourse is to unmask false claims to
represent ageneral interest, thereby withdrawinglegitimacy fromtheprivileging
of one party. However, procedures of compromise in environmental planning
and management may be judged with criteria of fairness, even if an agreement
on common interests is not possible. According to the precautionary principle,
although the exact ecol ogical benefits of wilderness preservation remain uncer-
tain, as a matter of fairness to present and future generations the onus of proof
isonthosewhowould devel op natural areasto demonstratethat their actionswill
not cause irreversible losses in environmental quality.*?

Switching to thewider political system, communicative ethics nevertheless
points to the progressive realisation of practical discourse embodied in the
democratic constitutional state. Thismajor historical step liesin therecognition
of human rights as universal claims and the attendant commitment to their
realisation:

Participation and communication rights can be understood asthe principleto have...
discourses of (moral) justification legally institutionalised. This class of traditional
human rights demands that those communicative conditions which we necessarily
presupposeto befulfilled in moral-practical discourses must berendered operational
and realised as far as possible.®

Anideal communication community isthus seen as constitutivefor the political
legitimacy of democratic state forms: conditions of free and unconstrained
communication are presumed to generate, in the eyes of the public, reasonable
forms of public deliberation and fair bargaining processes. Apel refers to the
anchoring of executive decision-making authority in an independent legislative
and judiciary. Both have legitimatory functions: as a representation of popular
will, thelegislature contains a procedure (majority decisions) for theinvestiga-
tion and mediation of representable interests, while the judiciary approximates
discursive procedures through universal legal principles.
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It fallsto what Habermas terms the political public sphere —the communi-
cative network of voluntary associations and wider public debate, shaped by
cultural institutions and the mass media — to scrutinise the state in the light of
practical discourse.”® The communicative potential of public interest groupsin
thisrespect isto further theregulativeideaof unlimited public discussion onthe
justification of contested norms. For the wil derness preservation movement this
would mean considering, in the arguments of their proponents, the possible
claimsof al thosewho could be affected by the protection of large natural areas.
The generalisability of wilderness preservation as aland use prescription could
thereby be enlarged (or possibly constricted). | adopt this standpoint to assess
moral claimscommonly made by preservation groups, whilerecognising that in
practicethese areintermixed with strategic considerations. Behind their support
for participatory democracy isthe expectation of radical environmentaliststhat,
asthemovement for wildernesspreservationisreinforced by anincreasing scope
of public communication and participation, the ecol ogical imperativefor natural
areasprotectionwill becomeeven moretransparent. But | will show now that this
outcomeisby no meansguaranteed by the support for rational procedural norms,
and that this accounts for the tensions between core green concerns and
democracy.

3. WILDERNESS VALUES: ANTHROPOCENTRISM AND
DEEP ECOLOGY

From the standpoint of discourse ethics, morality refers to practical questions
which canbedecidedwithreasons: inother words, normativeconflictsamenable
to communi cativeagreement. Thissignals, according toitsproponents, anarrow
or ‘weak’ concept of moral theory. It is directed primarily to questions of
justification of normsand actions, with no pretensionsto generating the content
of these norms or prescriptions for their application. For Habermas, this
differentiation is a historical achievement of modern modes of life (‘life
worlds’), where previously taken-for-granted societal norms now require
thematisation and justification. Although principles of practical reason should
inform the application of norms, their relevance to a specific situation depends
onparticular cultural traditionsand val ues, and thejudgement of the participants
involved:®

...moral questions, which canin principle be decided in termsof criteriaof justice or
the universalisability of interests are now distinguished from evaluative questions,
which fall into the general category of issues of the good life and are accessible to
rational discussion only within the horizon of a concrete historical form of life or an
individua lifestyle. The concrete ethical life of a naively habituated life world is
characterised by the fusion of moral and evaluativeissues. Only inarationalised life
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world do moral issues become independent of issues of the good life.”

The isolation of questions of justice is seen as an advance in practical
rationality, but thislimitsthesubstantive contribution that communicativeethics
can make to the moral discourse of wilderness preservation. An immediate
objection concernstherestriction of theethical domai n encompassed by morally
acting subjects to human relations. Egalitarian relations of reciprocity presup-
posed in communicative action, which giverisetothemoral principlesof justice
and solidarity, cannot be directly carried over into the relation between humans
and nature.*® For some critics the principle of universalisation therefore misses
a central ethical thrust of biocentric or ecocentric environmentalism which
attaches intrinsic value to nature-in-itself:

If ... part of what is involved in the disputes over our use of the environment is a
fundamental disagreement about what should be our relationship to nature, thenthese
conflicts could not even in principle be settled by an appeal to generaisable
interests.'®

Formally, the contrast is greatest between a thoroughly anthropocentric
discourse ethics and attempts within environmental ethics at articulating a
nonanthropocentric value theory. Bryan Norton's inclusive definition of
anthropocentrism affords a more useful category for classifying environmental
preservation rational esthan the narrow equation of anthropocentric valueswith
utilitarianism —the obligation to promote the greatest happinessfor the greatest
number. Norton accepts the general characterisation that anthropocentrism
confersinstrumental valueon nonhumanlifeaccording to humanends, but offers
a more precise distinction between ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ variants. Strong
anthropocentrism restricts the value of nonhuman species and other natural
entities to consumptive preferences. these demand values are typically ex-
pressed by market pricesthat quantify individual preferences, such asarguments
for wilderness preservation based on the economic benefits of adventure
tourism. Weak anthropocentrism countenances a broader range of human
values; in particular, it assigns aqualitatively different transformative value to
nonhuman nature. Transformative valuerefersto the alterability and ranking of
preferencesthat followsfromtheir discursive examination. Upon reflection and
rationally-motivated agreement, ‘considered’ preferences are the hypothetical
desires or needs that may override demand values, such as aesthetic or moral
ideal s attributed to the human experience of nature.?? Norton makesreferenceto
asimilar argument by Mark Sagoff in the context of social regulation, where
‘community-regarding’ values expressed by citizensthrough the political proc-
essjustify environmental protectionand preservation. Theseincludesuch shared
values as well-being, health, and respect and reverence for nature: the rational
basis of their public interest credentials rests on a claim to intersubjective
agreement.
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Neither Sagoff nor Norton make reference to communicative action theory
but their arguments can be interpreted as bringing cultural valuations of nature,
over and above consumer preferences, into the realm of intersubjective debate.
This emphasis renders communicative ethics more relevant for wilderness
preservation issues—as an articul ation of weak anthropocentrism. It recognises
that all valuation is necessarily human-based, where moral choices are not
philosophically pre-given, but subject to argument and debate; and that this
moral pluralism can only be guaranteed by democratic institutions, universal
human rights and, as | will ultimately argue, healthy and diverse ecological
systems.

Nonanthropocentrism stands distinct from an anthropocentric axiology in
conferring ‘intrinsic’ or ‘inherent’ value on nonhuman lifeforms. A range of
nonanthropocentric approaches have been offered as grounds for the moral
standing of nonhuman natural entities or systems.?2 The first formulation of
modern ecocentric ethics has been credited as one of the most influential for
leading Canadian environmentalists, and isoften cited by wildernessactivistsin
British Columbia as informing their philosophical perspective. This is the
normative commitment to ecological integrity that Aldo Leopold encapsul ated
in his well-known maxim:

A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the
biotic community. It iswrong when it tends otherwise.?®

Indebted to Darwin’s evolutionary account of ethical phenomenaand commu-
nity ecology, thisenvironmental ethic derives normsfrom an organic or holistic
conception of ecological interests. Darwin portrayed the socio-biological evo-
lution of ethics as expanding modes of co-operation between interdependent
individuals. Leopold’ sseminal contributionwasto enlargethe boundariesof the
moral community toincludeanimals, plans, watersand soils. Thisradical notion
of ethical extension placeshuman beingswithin abiotic community that accords
both a ‘right to continued existence' of its individual members and, more
significantly, an intrinsic right to the compositional and functional integrity of
ecosystemic processes. The value of the healthy biotic community takes prec-
edence over individua organisms: this approach, conferring intrinsic value on
natural ecosystemsand theintegrity of ecological processes, hashad an obvious
appeal for wilderness preservation advocates.?*

If the influence of a Leopoldian environmental ethic is acknowledged by
wildernessactivists, rationalisationsfor preservation founded onintrinsic value
arguments are more likely to refer to motifs of deep ecology. Deep ecological
ideas share the process-orientation of a L eopoldian ethic, but thisemergesasa
metaphysical exposition and a logical difference from scientific ecology is
maintained. The Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess introduced the term deep
ecology in 1972 and his characterisation has shaped its subsequent articulation
inwestern Canada by wilderness preservationists. Deep ecology ispresented as
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heralding anew philosophical and religiousworld view for human-environment
relations. Naess clarifies the approach by contrast with the ‘shallow ecology
movement’ —reform environmentalism concerned with pollution abatement and
resource conservation but subscribing to an anthropocentric valuetheory and the
“dominant technological paradigm’ of modern industrial society.?® Asasocia
movement, deep ecology envisages a shift in consciousness toward ecosophy —
ecologically wise action and wisdom. Ecosophy represents a ‘ philosophical
worldview or systemsinspired by the conditions of life in the ecosphere’ . As
a personal philosophical system, the details of an ecosophy are formulated by
‘deep questioning’, according to an individual’s life-context and background.
Y et all ecospheric attitudes and practices recognise a broad ontological system
which posits no division between human and nonhuman realms. From this
ontology are derived common intuitions of the intrinsic value of nonhuman
nature.

Naess presents the term * Self-realisation’ as hislogically ultimate norm or
intuition, although others have interpreted this as a fundamental norm of deep
ecology ingeneral. Thiscorenormativestatement isconceived asadevel opmen-
tal process and fundamental goal, relating to an expanding identification of the
self with all life forms. For Naess, the norm appeals beyond the narrowly self-
centred, isolated ‘ego-realisation’ of the modern Western self to a relational
field-like conception of the self. The Australian philosopher Warwick Fox has
related thisideato advancesintranspersonal psychology, although Naesshasled
recognition of the ecological self, denoting identification with the total unfold-
ing of life. Whereas the shallow ecological perspective retains an objective
disengagement from nature, deep ecology stresses the integration of human
individuals with the whole of nonhuman nature: ‘Life is fundamentally one'.
This ecocentric cosmology indicatesthe highest level of maturity or growth for
the self.?’

Fromthetop norm of Self-realisation, which denotesauniversal right to self-
unfolding, Naess derives the correlative norm of ‘ecological egalitarianism’ —
theintrinsicvalueof every lifeform. Thisgivesrisetotheimageof a‘ democracy
of life forms' but for obvious reasons is presented as a principle or guideline
rather than apractical normfor conduct. Eveninwilderness, Naessexplains, full
(human) self-realisationimpliestheacceptance of hurtingandkillingamonglife
forms. The basic intuition nevertheless remainsthe unity of lifeand theright to
self-unfolding.?® Bill Devall and George Sessionsnamethisintuition ‘ biocentric
equality’:

[A]ll thingsinthebiosphere have an equal right to live and blossom and to reach their

own individual forms of unfolding and self-realisation within the larger self-

realisation.”

Wilderness preservation assumes great importance as a manifestation of
human restraint. The protection of large natural areas for their intrinsic value
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becomes central to the type of consciousness change envisaged by deep ecolo-
gists. Holmes Rolston has presented a nonanthropocentric theory of value,
identifying an intrinsic worth in wilderness. Individual organisms have an
objectivevalue arising from their genetic autonomy of self-maintenancebut, in
a deep ecological fashion, the most important values belong to the speciation
process itself — acknowledging wilderness as a ‘generating matrix’ of life*
Other environmental philosophers have attempted to demonstrate an intrinsic
valueinwildernessand, thoughtheir theoretical efforts may be subsumed under
the general label ‘deep ecology’, Naess has not endorsed moves to justify this
norm through practical discourse.® Rather than expressing Self-realisation or
intrinsic value in terms of formal argumentation, as normative terms morally
binding on others, Naess refers to the former term as an overarching personal
value and to the latter in a nontechnical everyday sense. Other self-professed
deep ecol ogistshave al so eschewed moral discourse and any formal approaches
claiming to generalise the normative application of intrinsic value. Instead, they
issue ‘invitations' to experience a more expansive sense of the self —the wider
theidentification of the addressee, the more she/he will be naturally inclined to
undertake benevolent acts:

[G]iven a deep enough understanding of the way things are, the response of being
inclined to care for the unfolding of theworld in al its aspects follows ‘ naturally’ —
not asalogical consequence but as a psychological consequence as an expression of
the spontaneous unfolding (development, maturing) of the self.*

Thevalidity of theintuitionthat al lifeisinherently valuableisdefended, but
with recourse to the position that, ultimately, this cannot be determined by
discursive procedures. Indeed, Naess has consistently opposed attempts to
universalisethe ultimate premises of hisecosophy asthe philosophical basisfor
radical environmentalism. Onthe contrary, different religionsand metaphysical
viewsare seen as strengthening the appeal of the deep ecology movement. Their
fundamentals, if articulated, have at most ‘limited comparability’ in terms of
cognitive contents. As long as they (intuitively) affirm the inherent worth of
nonhuman nature, any incompatibility of other fundamental premises does not
prevent agreement concerning prioritiesfor significant changesin environmen-
tal policy and common practical effortsto improve ethical standards of human
environmental interaction.®

Deep ecology nevertheless implies an incommensurability with dominant
anthropocentric worl dviewsand thishasimportant consequencesfor wilderness
preservation rationales. From our Habermasian perspective, deep ecological
reasons for natural areas protection lack a secure communicative basis: state-
ments affirming anintrinsic moral sense of nature takethisfact asontologically
givenand/or,insomeof themorepanthei stic positions, asan‘ act of faith’ outside
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practical discourse.®* Habermas recognises immediate difficulties with such
cosmological moral positions:

[W]hilein our dealings with external nature we can indeed have feelings analogous
to moral feelings, the norm-conformative attitude to this domain of external nature
does not yield any problems susceptible of being worked up cognitively, that is,
problems that could be stylised to questions of justice from the standpoint of
normative validity.®

However deeply felt, wilderness activists in British Columbia expressing a
deep ecology motivation concede the problem in constructing a normative
position consistent with such a diffuse philosophy. For example, a founding
director of Friends of Strathcona Park:

Our argument is an awareness— a phil osophical awarenessthat we do recognise that
the world was not created for us, that we are aproduct of creation, and that we have
torespect thecreation. Andthat isvery difficult (tocommunicate)... What I’ mtalking
about isthevaluesinlife, not thevalues of economy and of jobs. Thesearethevalues
of deep ecological existence, of spiritual values, of meaning.*®

Other preservation group leaders have stressed the need to encourage an
emerging spiritual consciousnessfrom the ecol ogical consciousnessnow appar-
ent in public concern for natural areas protection.®” But there is a marked
incongruencebetweenthepersonal attitudesof thesewildernessactivistsandthe
arguments of their organisations. Not only areintuitive deep ecological feelings
difficult to verbalise, they sit uncomfortably with both power-orientated strate-
gies and the communicative demands of the public policy community. Self-
realisationand ecol ogical egalitarianismareill-suited to discursivejustification.
Therefore, the generalisability of deep ecological values (the ‘ public interest’)
required by political decision-makers proves elusive. Not surprisingly then, it
has been more expedient for preservation groupstojustify wildernessallocation
in instrumental terms, appealing to anthropocentric values.® Campaigns have
usually appealed to scientific and economic benefits deriving from wilderness
preservation.

The major, multi-issue wilderness groups in Western Canada have main-
tained a pragmatic stance in employing normative claimsto wilderness preser-
vation, utilising awiderange of anthropocentric argumentsaccording to particu-
lar issues, and occasionally suggesting that an inherent value resides in wilder-
ness. Behind their reluctance to formulate or articulate a deep ecological
platformliesapreferencefor leaving philosophical issuestoindividual activists,
while concentrating group resources on strategically effective arguments. From
interviewing, undertakenin 1990/91 and 1994, it seemsthat most group directors
hold beliefs akin to a deep ecology position. Alongside the key influence of
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Naess, several Canadian academics cited by these activists have contributed to
the development of nonanthropocentric environmental philosophy. Among
those closely associated with ideas of deep ecology are John Livingston, Neil
Evernden, Stan Rowe and Alan Drengson.

Of themain provincial wildernessgroupsin British Columbia, the executive
of the Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society — British Columbia Chapter has
made the clearest effort to define a collective philosophical stance in terms
consistent with the principles of deep ecology. Thisis, in part, areflection of the
relatively high proportion of intellectuals actively involved with the organisa-
tion, both at the provincial and national level. The national executive has
maintained the society’s respectable public front, still prepared to mobilise
preservation arguments appealing to instrumental values, but provincial direc-
tors emphasise a shift in worldview in the past decade:

There’ sheen arevamping of our mandate to makeit less anthropocentric, even more
biocentric of an approach, reflecting an evolution in consciousness within the group
itself. A lot of us have been very deeply influenced by the deep ecology movement.
| think wefind that rather uniqueinsofar asenvironmental groupsare concerned. And
wehavewithinour ranksquiteafew peoplewho, asCanadians, areperceived asbeing
at the forefront of deep ecology; for example, Stan Rowe, Ted Mosquin.®

As expressed by wilderness activists in British Columbia, deep ecology is
perceived as being consistent with a progressive political philosophy. This sets
some distance from theideol ogical polarisation commonly portrayed in Ameri-
can green politics between an idealistic deep ecology and social ecology —
Murray Bookchin's influential notion of participatory ecological politics.
Bookchin hasled atrenchant critique of spiritual interpretationsof deep ecology
popular on the west coast — formulations associated, for example, with institu-
tions like the EImwood Institute in Berkeley and the radical wilderness group
Earth First!“ Followers of social ecology have charged some deep ecologistsin
thisregion withissuing authoritarian prescriptionsfor political change, attribut-
ing thisto the lack of any systematic historical and social analysis of ecological
problems.*! To be sure, the conservative currents of deep ecology articul ated by
some groups and individualsin the United States are at oddswith the particular
ecosophy of Arne Naess, who advocates ademocratic-participatory politicsand
astructural analysis of the production and consumption patterns behind present
ecological problems. More relevantly, leading wilderness activists in British
Columbia expressing sympathy for deep ecology have close connections with
social justiceissues and organisations, notably aboriginal interest groups. Deep
ecology is seen as requiring democratic institutional reform, in line with the
radical political platform of the Green Party of British Columbia.

Nevertheless, the central normative claim of deep ecol ogy remains problem-
atic; that is, the authority of a perspective that lacks deep argumentation
concerning its own political morality. In a Canadian context, John Livingston
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has argued that there exists no rational argument for conveying the inherent
worth of nature, because this ultimately rests on experiential understanding of a
state of being—the' planetary biospheric self.” Indeed, Livingston envisagesthe
abandonment of ethical conceptsoncethisnew ‘ natural’ metaphysicsisachieved.*
Communicative ethics exposes both the irrationality (the ‘ performative contra-
diction’ of a mora argument for abandoning ethics) and potentially anti-
democratic implications of such a recourse to a totalising worldview. By
spurning normative justification, it underminesthe claimsto generalisability of
callsfor wilderness preservation. Aside from tactical considerations, this deep
ecological intuition is one reason for the non-negotiability of preservationist
demands. This creates a tension between, on the one hand, the anthropocentric
arguments utilised to champion the general interest of natural areas protection,
and on the other hand, a philosophical motivation rooted in a rejection of
anthropocentric interests. Y et, insofar as deep ecology does not recognise the
anthropocentric principles of justice and solidarity in its normative premises, it
lacks democratic legitimacy.

4. BIOREGIONALISM: NATURAL RIGHTSAND COMMUNITY
CONTROL

I shall now note specific political implicationsarising from the contrast between
acommunicative ethics offering a procedural notion of justice and an environ-
mental ethics (or deep ecological normative premise) oriented to a concrete
value order. These concern, in an empirical context, prescriptions for (Crown)
land-use reform presented by wilderness preservationists in British Columbia,
notably the question of community empowerment with respect to forest re-
sources. The link to deep ecology, and its basic norm of self-realisation, is
through the derivation of principlesfor self-determination of local communities
—self-sufficiency, decentralisation, autonomy.*® A form of direct democracy is
implied by these norms, but to what extent can they be justified through moral
argumentation?

Themajor Vancouver and Victoria-based wildernessgroups have devel oped
adecentralist, localist perspectiveinfluenced greatly by the‘ bioregionalism’ of
the broad-based alternative movement. Natural areas preservation has served to
unite the strategic agenda of urban environmentalists with the more radical
concerns of revived ‘back-to-the-land’ communities in the Slocan Valley, the
Cariboo, the Gulf Islands and Tofino. Rura preservation groups, such as the
VahallaWilderness Society and the Friends of Clayoquot Sound, expressthis
overlap most clearly. In embracing decentralist themes they reflect a wider
subculture in the Pacific Northwest and coastal northern California, which has
shaped the reception of deep ecology in North America: thisisthe continuing
legacy of the hippie counterculture of the late sixties. Bioregionalism has roots
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in this way of life, athough it was first popularised by Peter Berg of the San
Francisco Planet Drum Foundation in the mid-1970s.# Kirkpatrick Sale has
offered aconcise definition of ‘bio-region’ —*alifeterritory, aplace defined by
itslifeforms, itstopography and itsbiota, rather than by human dictates; aregion
governed by nature, not legislature’ . Despite the original involvement of
ecol ogist Raymond Dasmanningivingtheterm scientificmeaning, bioregionalism
has primarily become amoral philosophy inviting acceptance of a L eopoldian
land ethic. Humans are portrayed as participantsin abiotic community, with a
responsibility to become knowledgeable ecological citizens. The process of
learning to ‘live-in-place’ and developing bioregional identity is termed
‘reinhabitation’ .6

Initsprescriptionfor the polity, bioregionalism drawson thecommunitarian
values of co-operation and participation favoured by deep ecology. As with
Canadianreadingsof deep ecology, though, thishasinvol ved amoral abstention.
The political resolution of environmental problems is accomplished by the
recognition of —and identification with — natural regions and processes, even if
thedemarcation of theseisproblematic. Bioregional political philosophy claims
to derive from ecological laws its normative principles of decentralisation,
complementarity and diversity. For wilderness in particular, Berg identifies a
locus of ecological consciousness which will help transform environmentalism
from a defensive preoccupation with protest toward pro-active institutional
reform:

My own feeling is that the greatest shared value for the necessary upcoming
ecological eraiswilderness. Because wildernessal ready embodiessystems, designs,
purposes that are workable, are demonstrably eco-energetic-efficient in terms of
using energy and resources and so on.*

Bioregionalism may be subsumed under the broad notion of deep ecology
articulated by wildernessactivistsin British Columbia, althoughit carriesamore
explicit naturalistic stance. Thispresumesapolitical theory that beginsfromthe
discoverable‘truths of natural law in order to evaluate existing institutionsand
policies. Sale establishes the central principles of a‘bioregional paradigm’ on
this basis, which combines traditions of local natural wisdom with modern
ecological knowledge. A more sophisticated expression of a communitarian
perspective based on natural l1aw has been presented by Michael M’ Gonigle, a
provincial environmentalist and professor inthe Faculty of Law at theUniversity
of Victoria. For M’ Gonigle, long-term social and ecological sustainability must
ultimately be guided by the natural law of ‘ being-in-balance’. The ‘natural self’
or ‘natural community’ acknowledges the interrelatedness of al thingsin the
biosphere, their spiritual unity and their intrinsic moral worth. Once again,
natural laws are apprehended ‘ beyond rational thought’ through personal expe-
rience of this balance. M’ Gonigle endorses a bioregional programme of eco-
nomic and political decentralisation. Local self-sustaining economiesbecomea
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precondition for rooting participatory democracy in territorial communities.
Empowerment at this local level is claimed to be the major structural reform
serving the functional requirements of ecological sustainability.*®

Bioregional political theory has marked a significant evolution in legal
rationales for wilderness preservation. In the first place, it has reduced the
reliance of preservation groups on centralised environmental protection legisla-
tion as the focus for lobbying efforts. This still assumes great strategic signifi-
cance, and the bioregional perspective accedes to the continuing importance of
provincial and federal powers for natural areas protection, as traditionally
recognised by the wider conservation community. During the mid-1980s there
existed a strong lobby for US-type wilderness legislation in British Columbia,
headed by the Federation of Mountain Clubs and the Outdoor Recreation
Council. Therecommendationsof aprovincial WildernessAdvisory Committee
in 1985 shared this enthusiasm for formal legislation, although the provincial
government chose not to establish a Wilderness Act. This contrasts with the
strong statutory mandates for wilderness preservation in the United States.

Existing attemptsto aid wilderness preservation effortsby meansof environ-
mental law nevertheless sit uncomfortably with the moral framework of
bioregionalism. Not only do they endorse acentralised political/legal structure,
they imply aformal procedure divorced from any ungquestioned metaphysical or
religious backing. This distinction must be emphasised. Modern legal proce-
dures hold, according to Habermas, a moral-practical legitimacy arising from
their principlesof equity and impartiality, which distribute burdens of proof and
set requirementsfor justification based on the provision of good reasons. To be
sure, legal regulation necessarily limits moral discourse because of obvious
practical constraints, unburdening political and administrative decision-making
from continuousdiscussion. But moral justificationisnecessarily implied by the
procedures of modern autonomous law, where normative conflicts are adjudi-
cated in principle according to which of the competing interests lends itself to
universalisation.® Thisidea of impartiality is violated by the substantive value
premises of bioregionalism and deep ecology, which can be interpreted as
reviving classical notions of ‘natural right’: that is, the full unfolding of natural
entities as a source of moral value.®

Self-realisation in its full ecological context points beyond civil law to the
legislation of natural law. As expressed by Ted Mosquin, Past President of the
Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society, thisimplies a moralisation of law:

A good legislated natural law would provide people with written codesto reaffirm a
sense of right and wrong in our relations with the planet. Each written law would
ensure that the norms of the ecosphere are valued and respected.®

Theseminal statement onconferring legal rightstonatural objectscamefrom
Christopher Stone, who argued that human guardiansor trustees coul d represent
the interest of non-human entitiesin avoiding injury. Asaradical extension of
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existing human rights, this nevertheless retained the individualistic bias of
conventional law.5 Mosguin envisages an even more ambitious ascription of
legal rights to life-supporting ecological functions and processes. This stands
remote from current reform efforts in Canadian environmental law, where
lawyers have argued for a strengthening of citizen rights to a healthy environ-
ment. Lobbying has included attempts to enact an environmental bill of rights
and establish an interpretation of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms
(1982) sympathetic to environmental litigation. Both remain firmly intherealm
of anthropocentric value theory and formal law: the right to environmental
protection and enhancement is promoted as a public interest.®® A consistent
natural rights approach would paradoxically undermine the justification of
wilderness preservation as a generalisable interest, because the rationale for
natural areas protection would be tied to a specific naturalistic value order.
Without reference to formal legal procedures ensuring impartial assessment
across different value orientations, there would be little scope for moral argu-
mentation to vindicate a Wilderness Act among those not sharing abelief in the
intrinsic value of non-human nature.

Theradical decentralisation suggested by bioregionalism hasled to wilder-
ness activists supporting legal assertions of aborigina title. As articulated by
M’ Gonigle, thenatural law perspectiveholdsakey rolefor nativetitlein British
Columbia. Political struggles for native self-government are the clearest con-
crete examplesof Canadian attemptsto establish natural territorial structuresfor
local governance. Thetraditional cultural values of native societies are seen as
bound up with ecological awareness and adaptation: they express a collective
identity based onacontinuing spiritual relationship totheland. North American
environmentalists havelong highlighted, often romantically, an aboriginal land
wisdom symbolising a life-affirming respect for non-human nature® As a
contribution to environmental sustainability, the accumulation of local ecologi-
cal knowledge by aboriginal cultures has also been identified as invaluable by
afederal Standing Commission on Aboriginal Affairs and the World Commis-
sionon Environment and Devel opment.> Provincial proponentsof bioregionalism
draw more far-reaching institutional lessons from native prescriptions for self-
government. M’ Gonigle describes the contours of a fundamentally new ‘eco-
congtitution’ rooted in the social power of territorial communities. In line with
his naturalistic perspective, native title retains historical authority as the model
for an alternative conception of sovereignty. Against the centralised top-down
powers of Canada's existing liberal constitution, the ultimate source of eco-
constitutional sovereignty isthe naturally and culturally defined community.5

Appreciation of traditional aboriginal usein wilderness areasisreflected in
the legal recognition given to collecting and hunting activities in Canadian
national parks. This divergence from the American notion of wilderness as
‘empty’ land — save transitory human visitors — was expressed most forcefully
by Justice Thomas Berger in the 1977 Report of the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline
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Inquiry. Appointed in 1974 by the federal government to review the social,
economicand environmental impactsof aproposed natural gaspipelinefromthe
Alaskan and Canadian Arctic to southern metropolitan centres, Berger under-
took numerous hearings throughout the western Arctic and Mackenzie Valley,
recording testimoniestothetraditional resourceutilisation and land stewardship
of native people. His proposal that aboriginal people should share management
responsibilitieswith the Canadian Parks Servicein national parkscovering areas
of aboriginal hunting and fishing was incorporated into national parkspolicy in
[979.5

Berger’ sideaof wilderness as (aboriginal) homeland has proved influential
among provincial environmentalists. Thisincludesthosekey American émigrés
who have been pivotal to the philosophical and strategic orientation of wilder-
ness organisations, such as the founding director of the Western Canada
Wilderness Committee:

My conception of wilderness certainly has changed. | slowly realised that what we
were trying preserve was a network of natural ecosystems and in many of those
humansareapart of it—humanuseinalow impact way ... aboriginal peoplesthat have
modified the landscape somewhat but they’ ve kept the essence of the natural system
there, and that’ s what we want to preserve. So this purist ideathat | maybe come to
it to begin with was slowly replaced.*®

While acknowledging these common concerns, the catalyst for recent alliances
between native peoples and environmentalists has been the convergence of
short-term strategic objectives, notably opposition to logging operations. For
wilderness groups, the assertion of aboriginal title asalegal right has become a
powerful challenge to the Crown-granted timber rights of resource companies.
This has effectively enabled them to block or delay a number of logging
operations throughout the province, on the grounds that these would prejudice
title negotiations.

Struggles for native self-government have also inspired strategies by envi-
ronmentalists for increasing local community participation in resource and
environmental decision-making. According to M’ Gonigle, community control
of local resource management may be achieved by meansof local vetoin anew
third level government.

The foundation for third-level government would ultimately be the recognition of
regional title held by the people who live in the natural region, the title being
historically rooted in the native community which has lived in the area from time
immemorial. Thistitlerecognition amountsto an acknowledgement by the dominant
cultureof thefact of historicaboriginal territory ‘ ownership’ and theneedtonegotiate
asharing of this territory with non-native society.*®

An eco-constitution would confer fundamental sovereignty on third level
government from which jurisdictional rights are delegated up to other levels.
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Thiswould authorisestatejurisdictionto servethelargecollectivepublicinterest
in policy fields transcending natural regions, while the sharing of local title-
power with non-native citizens would also emanate from these broader social
responsibilities. Nevertheless, bioregional decentralisation would be guaran-
teed constitutionally by awarding a political veto to third level government,
allowing it in principle to block developments threatening regional ecological
sustainability.

While few of the recommendations for community control of resources
coming from other wilderness activistsare asfully thought out asthis, they tend
to share its general prescriptions. Their forest management campaigns have
converged on calls for radical decentralisation of the existing forest tenure
system, away from the corporate control exercised by afew major multinational
companies. Alternative institutional forms suggested for local resources man-
agement commonly feature the notion of ‘community forests' or watershed
management boards. These challenge the very limited legal basis currently
existing for community involvement. Principally concerned with the allocation
of timber cutting rights, the provincial Forest Act providesnolegal requirements
or opportunitiesfor sharing management authority with community representa-
tives. Similarly, by thetermsof theprovincial Municipal Act, municipal councils
and regional districts lack statutory powers to regulate resource devel opment
and protect environmental quality. This leaves them with little say in forest
policy.®But calls for community control of forest resources have not yet met
with wide public support, and are actively opposed by corporate forestry
interests.

5. CONCLUSION

Habermasian moral theory helpslocateacentral tensioninwilderness preserva
tionist politics; that is, between a naturalistic perspective and the universalistic
value orientation implicit inits appeal s for democratic decision-making. While
my observation in this geographical context — that deep ecology has been
intuitively presumed by many advocates — may not be representative of other
streams of the deep ecology movement, commentators have noted more gener-
ally the neglect of political-practical guidelines within deep ecology.5 It has
been argued in responsethat, as aphilosophy, deep ecology isexcused from the
responsibility of developing a political strategy or that, as long as it supports
democratic political means, there is no need to prescribe any definite kind of
governmental form.®2Similarly, wilderness advocates are not normally obliged
to present detailed moral arguments in defence of their prescriptions for
extending natural areas protection. But without public justification of their
intrinsic value premises, the moreradical preservationist arguments embracing
eco-sovereignty lack democratic legitimacy. If deep ecology ischaracterised by
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deep argumentation, such reasoning needs to include a critical examination of
the social and political implications of its central ethical imperative.

Discourse ethics rejects the notion that any moral philosophy holds a
privileged access to particular moral truths, preferring instead to clarify a
procedure for the questioning and justification of normative validity claims. It
claimsto encourage forms of moral self-determination governed by critical but
abstract principles of justice and solidarity —the content of moral choicesisup
to individuals in specific social contexts drawing selectively upon cultural
traditions. Whilethis opposesanaturalistic philosophy, it offersamore consist-
ent democratic grounding of progressive environmental politics. Thus, to take
the key democratic principle of popular sovereignty; discourse ethicsviewsthe
sovereignty of the people as comprising the essential conditions enabling
processes of free and open public deliberation —anotion which | would argueis
more appropriate to highly complex and interdependent societies than the
location of sovereignty within a biophysically and culturally defined local
community.® Critics have objected that such universal ideas render acommu-
nicative moral theory remotefrom the competing perspectivesof actual political
actors. Yet it isthe existence of democratic rules and principles—equal respect
and rights for the individual, protection of minorities and, as | will shortly
highlight, collectiverightsto environmental quality —that protectsincreasingly
diverse forms of cultural and moral identification.®* Deep ecology is of course
one legitimate source of moral self-determination and ethical self-realisation,
but its claims to rightness in the public sphere can only be justified through
argumentation. Thisiswhy it needs to clarify arationally defensible political
morality.

As a theory of political legitimacy, discourse ethics could reinforce the
rational grounding for environmentalists demanding the open justification of
policy decisions and the extension of public participation in administrative
decision-making. John Dryzek has developed most clearly the connections
between the communicative rationality of politics and ecological problem-
solving. To the degree that political institutions approximate the principles of
freediscourseamong equals, itispossibletotalk of * discursivedemocracy’ . Not
only would the communi cative rationality of decisionsbeenhanced in principle
by the reciprocal recognition of public interests, so too he claims would their
ecological rationality. In the first place, the human life-support capacity of
natural systemsisbetter placed to berecognised and defended asageneralisable
interest when political and policy ingtitutions are structured along discursive
line. And secondly, Dryzek argues, non-exclusive processes of public commu-
nication are conducive to solving complex ecological problems inasmuch as
they spread the cognitive burden of decision-making among the co-operative
efforts of many individuals. This point supports his prescriptions for radical
decentralisation of decision-making, whereby regular deliberationsare possible
that have immediate and identifiable weight within local communities.®
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While the freedom to participate in public decision-making may help foster
ecologically responsible attitudes and behaviour, thisfalls short of the guaran-
tees sought by preservationists. Indeed, the communicative moral perspective
characterising discourseethicsmay seemultimately incompatiblewith biocentric
wilderness values. The substantive ethical maxims of deep ecology contain no
moral grounds for intersubjective validity, because valid norms — and conse-
guent duties of interaction—can only berecognised and agreed upon by subjects
capable of speech and action. Normative statements, in other words, can only be
tested in rationally-motivated human deliberation.®® Habermas concedes that,
insofar as certain sentient creatures are drawn into social interactions, humans
have a‘quasi-moral responsibility’ toward animals based on a shared potential
for harm. But that moral justificationisnot possiblefor the preservation of plants
and general biodiversity, because duties of interaction areinapplicable. Instead,
hesuggests, thereare good ethical and aesthetic reasonsthat could bemarshalled
in favour of natural areas protection — cultural reasons related to historical
continuity and psychological health at a time when humans are modifying the
environment on a global scale.®”

However, | would argue that a stronger ethical justification for wilderness
preservation is possible — one that is more than the expression of particular
(Western) cultural preferences. For ultimately intersubjective discourse presup-
poses ecological as well as linguistic standards. As Dryzek remarks, the
biosphere makes possible and maintains a physical environment fit for human
moral agents. Healthy ecol ogical systemsareageneral material preconditionfor
any linguistic communication — discursive and otherwise.®Although logical
consistency demandsthat any moral theory restrict the notions of right and duty
to human interactions, these ecol ogical conditions of existence prioritise human
responsibility to nature within discourse ethics. Furthermore, they give moral
authority to stronger global measuresto protect environmental quality —includ-
ing biodiversity, becausecurrent human activitiesareecol ogically unsustainabl e.
International environmental decision-making must also have democratic legiti-
macy, though: the co-ordination of efforts for natural areas protection must
command widespread support within and between societies. As at a national
level, the contribution here of discourse ethicsisin showing why international
environmental rights must, first of all, be democratic ones.
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