


Nature as Origin and Difference
On Environmental Philosophy and Continental Thought

Steven Vogel

Recently the question of what insights and
conceptual resources the traditions of conti-
nental philosophy might provide to contempo-
rary environmental thought has received much
attention; in this essay I would like to consider
this issue, focusing in particular on the tradi-
tions associated with poststructuralism. To
some extent, interest in this question among
environmental philosophers has been marked
by a fair degree of anxiety—a vague sense that
“postmodernism,” by turning the whole world
into a text, denies the very existence of nature
and therefore the significance of attempts ei-
ther to understand the dangers to which it is
currently exposed or to argue for the need to
protect it.1 Others, of course, have argued on
the contrary that contemporary continental
thought is not only compatible with but indis-
pensable for an environmental philosophy ca-
pable of grasping the character and origin of
our current environmental crisis.2 I want in this
essay to ask the question of the relation be-
tween the “postmodern turn” and environmen-
tal theory not so much in terms of the particular
debates it has already engendered, but rather at
a more abstract level.3 I will identify four ac-
counts of nature that might be distinguished in
contemporary continental thought, and try to
point out both the connections among them
and also the difficulties they each face, asking
in turn of each what it might provide in terms of
a philosophically adequate environmental the-
ory. The second and third of these are familiar
ones deriving from contemporary
poststructuralism. The first is probably famil-
iar too, but is older, and is presented here as a
contrast, while the fourth, which I will end up
defending, is perhaps less well known and
hearkens back to an earlier continental tradi-
tion associated with certain forms of Hegelian
Marxism. The accounts here will be sketchy
ones, for which I apologize in advance; what I
am interested in developing is a kind of

typology of views of nature, and thus what I
present will have something of the character of
ideal types.

Nature as Origin
Some of those who worry about the suppos-

edly pernicious influence of poststructuralism
on environmental philosophy do so in the
name of a view of nature that has its own (often
unacknowledged) pedigree in the history of
continental thought, originating in traditions of
Romanticism, vitalism, and neo-Kantianism.
The view is certainly a familiar one, and holds
a powerful grasp on the contemporary envi-
ronmental imagination, especially that associ-
ated with “deep ecology” and similarly radical
views. Nature on this account functions as an
immense and complex organic whole, a mas-
sive order in which humans are embedded and
out of which they emerged. This order has its
own logic and teleology that transcend human
understanding and even in a certain sense the
human world. The “natural” here, indeed, is
contrasted with the human-made or “artifi-
cial”: what is natural is that which occurs
through the workings of that massive whole in-
dependently of human will or action. Humans
have a strange (and in fact paradoxical) role in
this account, since they too are part of nature
and hence are subject to this higher teleologi-
cal order, yet in applying “calculative” or “in-
strumental” rationality in a doomed attempt to
achieve control over it they forget their own
rootedness in the natural, with dangerous con-
sequences. Similarly, the natural is contrasted
in this sort of view with the social, via a set of
dichotomies whose tenor we recognize well
from Rousseau. Natural impulses are remind-
ers of our animal selves, which is to say our
real selves; on top of those are imposed social
rules and conventions which serve to trans-
form (and thereby to corrupt) those impulses,
producing a social world whose artificial char-
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acter shows it to be a locus of distortion and de-
ception. Thus humans behave naturally when
they act in accordance with “natural pro-
cesses” (i.e., those that would take place any-
way in their absence) while their actions are
harmful and unnatural (and immoral) when
they act in ways indifferent or worse at
cross-purposes to those processes. It is the
hubristic human dream that our actions could
fundamentally transform (indeed, master) na-
ture that leads ultimately to a series of techno-
logical and other acts whose ultimate conse-
quence is environmental disaster. I take it that
the general contours of this kind of account are
well-known.

“Nature” on this view stands for a stable
world that precedes humans, ontologically
prior to human activity and to the social struc-
tures (and the language) within which that ac-
tivity takes place. It is what the world, includ-
ing the social world, is made of. The practical
processes in which human beings engage—the
practices through which they provide for them-
selves shelter, food, and the prerequisites for
communal existence—are ones that may trans-
form the pre-given natural reality but do not in
any serious sense generate a new one. The hu-
bris of technology is the hubris of a culture that
has forgotten this, believing that we can trans-
form the world essentially. The utopian
dreams of a technological mastery of nature
forget that nature is both prior to and more
powerful than anything humans can do, and so
the “new world” of automobiles and nuclear
power and genetic engineering and deodorized
underarms they promise produces in-
stead—and inevitably—a world of global
warming, toxic wastes, dangerous genetic ex-
perimentation, and ozone holes.

The Critique of Nature

Nature on this first account is where we
come from; it is the origin or foundation on
which everything else is built, and we ignore
this at our peril. It is this very notion of nature
as origin that one significant strain in recent
continental philosophy calls radically into
question. Poststructuralism’s celebrated
anti-foundationalism turns in this context into
what might be called a “critique of nature”: to
the extent that “nature” is the term we use to

stand for the original or foundational or imme-
diate, it is precisely something whose
existence various forms of poststructuralism
tend to deny. The project of deconstruction, on
one reading, is a project of taking that which
appears to be original, foundational—in a
word: natural—and revealing the complex
processes of linguistic and social construction
required to produce that appearance. The ori-
gin turns out, in this project, always to be con-
structed, and hence to be no origin at all; that
which was supposed to be foundational is al-
ways discovered not to be what it claimed to
be, what it was “meant” to be, and so the arrival
of the origin is always, as Derrida famously
puts it, deferred. With this, the promise that in-
deed there is something original, something
out of which everything else is built but that
was not itself built, becomes harder and harder
to believe.

The unmistakable implication of this line of
argument is thus that nature doesn’t exist. The
familiar view of nature as something prior to
humans on which they work but which they
cannot fundamentally transform is thereby re-
jected; a strongly anti-naturalist impulse now
expresses itself in the form of scholarly interest
in something like a “cultural studies of nature”
devoted to discovering the myriad ways in
which the concept of nature is culturally pro-
duced and reproduced.4 Views of nature turn
out to be historically and socially contingent:
what counts as natural in the post-industrial
world today, for instance, is very much a func-
tion of the ambivalence with which that world
views itself and what it has wrought. Further-
more, so-called “natural” landscapes turn out
upon inspection frequently to require signifi-
cant expenditures of human work to maintain
them in the condition tourists looking for re-
spite from the human world have come to ex-
pect.5

The concept of “wilderness” has come to
play an important role in this debate. As has
been noted by several authors, it is an idiosyn-
crasy specifically of American environmental
thought to emphasize the significance of wil-
derness and wilderness preservation as central
to a progressive environmental program.6 The
idea of the untouched natural world, of areas
where no human footprint can be found—and
of the importance of preserving them—seems
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to play a role here that it does not, say, in Eu-
rope or the third world; and the social and his-
torical reasons for this are not hard to imagine,
whether these be the existence here of an enor-
mous and for many centuries relatively
unpopulated landmass or (more likely) the stu-
pendous historical amnesia whereby a North
America that before the seventeenth century
was not so unpopulated is still viewed as some-
how having been entirely empty of human be-
ings.7 In any case wilderness even here, if this
is defined strictly as land absolutely untouched
by human action, is awfully hard to find; in-
stead the definition gets stretched and trans-
formed in a way that provides ripe pickings for
a strategy of deconstruction. What is held up as
wilderness to be preserved from human inter-
vention always turns out on examination to re-
veal, somewhere, the mark of the human, and
so appears next as only “relatively” wild; the
discovery of true wilderness, as always, is de-
ferred, and all we have before us is wilder-
ness’s signifier.8

The “trouble with wilderness,” as William
Cronon calls it, reveals the antinomies that be-
devil the naturalist views I associated earlier
with vitalism and romanticism. Bill McKibben
wrote a book some years ago that received
much attention called The End of Nature, in
which he argued that the widespread climate or
atmospheric changes caused by greenhouse
gases or chlorofluorocarbon use meant that na-
ture in the sense of untouched wilderness no
longer existed; his claim was that this was the
environmental catastrophe—that there will
never again be a “nature.” Yet there was little
recognition in his book that in fact such a catas-
trophe has always already taken place. The
trees out his window in the Adirondacks, he
complains, will never again be natural ones, re-
sponding as they now do to a climate trans-
formed by human action—and yet he concedes
elsewhere that the landscape surrounding him,
including the (relatively young) forest, is itself
the result of failed early colonial attempts at
farming, as well as who knows what activities
by pre-colonial inhabitants.9 Which is to say,
the nature whose end he bemoans really ended
a while ago—and to answer the question of
when requires a constant deferral as the mo-
ment of origin gets pushed farther and farther
into some mythic past. It is the Heideggerian

immer schon one has to appeal to here: the hu-
man hand is always already on the earth, and to
pine for the days when it was not is to pine for
the sort of foundation we wish we had but must
learn to live without.

If nature is that which is prior to the human,
of course, then humans are not natural. There is
a curious inconsistency within the view I am
sketching between the claim that the natural
excludes the artificial and the claim that hu-
mans are part of nature.10 Humans are not the
only organisms to have produced significant
atmospheric change; but when we read of how
the invention of oxygen-generating photosyn-
thesis by the early cyanobacteria increased the
oxygen concentration in the earth’s atmo-
sphere from one part in a million to one part in
five (and wiped out a significant proportion of
life on earth), we don’t think of these bacteria
as having ended nature.11 They were them-
selves natural—but isn’t the same true of hu-
mans? If nature gave rise to everything, then
nature gave rise to us too, and to everything we
produce, including superhighways and strip
mines—and so pure nature turns out not to be
so hard to find, nor so difficult to protect, nor
(for that matter) so charming. On the other
hand, if “unnatural” means “artificial” then all
human action turns out to violate nature. The
only way out of this antinomy is to introduce a
dualism of a very traditional sort, whereby cer-
tain human functions (typically bodily ones)
are treated as still natural whereas others (in-
volving will and reason) are not. Such a dual-
ism does not move an inch beyond Descartes,
of course, except that the signs attached to the
two sides are inverted; more to the point, how-
ever, with it the vaunted “holism” of nature is
radically ruptured.

The deconstructive “critique of nature,”
then, is above all a critique of this impossible
and antinomical dualism, pointing us towards
the ways in which humans are always already
entangled in the natural, and reminding us that
while we are doubtless nature’s product at the
same time nature is always already our product
too. This is so both in the sense that the way we
see it and think of it never reveals to us a na-
ture-an-sich but always a nature from our par-
ticular social and historical perspective, and
also in the more direct and practical sense that
we are active creatures, always building and
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rebuilding the world we inhabit, always (and
always already) making it into our own. There
is no nature, in the sense anyway of an origin
or a world somehow beyond or underneath the
human one; the single world in which we live
is one in which we are always already active,
and which we are further always already in the
process of changing.

But then there is no world or thing to be
“saved” from our changes, to be “preserved.”
If all worlds are equally human worlds—the
precolonial Adirondacks inhabited by Algon-
quins and Iroquois, the not-quite-wilderness
where McKibben today makes his home, and
some future one where his beloved forests
have been clear-cut to put up massive indoor
malls air-conditioned against global warm-
ing—then we can no longer find in nature the
standard by which our environmentally conse-
quential actions can be judged. This is the
source of the fear that the deconstructive cri-
tique of nature engenders in environmental
philosophers—the fear that anything goes, that
there is no longer any basis for preferring one
kind of environment over another. In the claim
that nature is a “social construct” they hear
once more the hubris of the technological
dream that the world could somehow be made
(or remade) by us, and that we get to choose
what world to make—a utopian dream whose
potentially (and often enough, actually)
dystopian consequences we are all too familiar
with nowadays.

But for those who defend something like the
“constructionist” position—and here I must
acknowledge that I am one such—what ap-
pears as a dangerous weakness in the view is in
fact a strength. The naturalistic fallacy is a fal-
lacy; the political and social questions about
what technologies to build and what transfor-
mations of the landscape to countenance are
political and social questions, it seems to us,
and we want to reject the naturalism that thinks
it can find the answer to such questions by an
appeal to an asocial, pre-historical, apolitical
nature—by appeal, that is, to an origin from
which we have strayed and to which we are
cal led to return. This is what
anti-foundationalism means: we cannot an-
swer the practical question about how we are to
act except from where we are now; and where
we are now, for better or worse, is in a world

where the human touch is everywhere and
where a principled refusal to act is both a prac-
tical and a conceptual impossibility. Indeed,
the deconstructive turn in the discussion of na-
ture shows us why the naturalistic fallacy is a
fallacy: because each appeal to nature as inde-
pendent of the social turns out upon analysis to
possess its own social meaning and its own his-
torical pedigree, and hence cannot in truth
achieve the origin it claims to know.

Nature as Difference

Yet there is another role that nature plays in
poststructuralist theory—not simply the nega-
tive role of a concept to be deconstructed but
also a more positive one, which some environ-
mental thinkers find more congenial. Nature in
this other version comes to stand not for the or-
igin that is to be rejected but rather for differ-
ence. It appears now as the name we might give
to the otherness of the world, to that which is
always left out of any attempt to grasp the
world as a whole and bring it entirely into the
light. This is the radical form a postmodern
anti-foundationalism takes: it calls us to at-
tend, in every language or conceptual scheme,
to what that scheme occludes, excludes, inhib-
its—more, it calls us to attend to the crucial
fact that every such scheme does occlude, ex-
clude, inhibit something, and does so essen-
tially, because this is what such a scheme is.
The idea here is not, however, that there is
some single reality that, could we only see it
without the scheme, would appear to us whole
and unhidden, as if the scheme were simply a
kind of latticework that always conceals some-
thing or other and that one could imagine re-
moving. Instead the claim is that “reality” is
subject to what’s here being called a scheme;
there’s nothing hidden by the scheme that can
be imagined as unhidden except in the context
of another one. The point simply is that there
always is another one, that no worldview or vo-
cabulary can call itself final and complete, that
in showing the world to us in some particular
way it also at the same time (and necessarily)
does not show it to us in some other way, and
so that it always both reveals and conceals.

Again, I assume the general outlines of this
view are familiar.12 It is certainly connected to
what I have called the critique of nature as ori-
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gin, since its denial that one can meaningfully
speak of a world independent of a particular
social and linguistic framework means in par-
ticular that there can be no original, pre-social,
nature in the sense discussed above. And yet in
another sense “nature” now can still stand for
difference, simply that is for the finitude and
limitation of every such framework, without
any longer standing for an impossible reality
before or behind them. It can stand for the gap
between frameworks, for that which is left
out—without this being thought of as some
particular present Thing. Such a view of nature
as difference, further, draws attention to the in-
completeness not just of theoretical structures
but also importantly of technological prac-
tices. Thus while rejecting the naturalistic
dream of speaking for, and protecting, a pure
world of nature independent of the human, this
kind of postmodern environmental theory
nonetheless goes on to say that just as no hu-
man understanding of “the world” could ever
be complete, neither could any technological
“remaking” of it—and so every humanized
world we inhabit will always also already have
something of the non-human within it. Every
making is also an unmaking, which is to say
that to build the world in one way is again al-
ways also not to build it in another, and no mat-
ter how smart and masterful we are in our
building sti l l those non-buildings or
un-makings are processes over which we have
no mastery at all. In all our actions to transform
the world, that is, there is an inescapable mo-
ment of otherness, of resistance, of unexpected
consequences and unimagined
side-effects—and we could call that moment
“nature,” which now comes to stand precisely
for our inevitable failure, and to appear as the
intractable Other of the modernist attempt to
understand and control everything there is. Na-
ture for such a view is no longer opposed to
freedom in the way that distinction has tradi-
tionally been drawn, but instead comes rather
to stand for freedom; except that the word
“freedom” no longer bears an implicit refer-
ence to the autonomy and self-control of a uni-
fied subject, but rather precisely to that which
escapes that subject’s claims to mastery. Thus
it refers instead to the chaotic, the unpredict-
able, the unthinkable, the different.

As I say, many environmental thinkers find
this approach to nature more compatible with
their own concerns, with its clear implication
of the need for modesty in our claims to under-
stand nature and its clear critique of the techno-
logical desire to put it fully under our control.
Nature by its very nature, so to speak, escapes
that control; indeed, as I have suggested, it be-
comes the name we give to our inability to re-
make the world exactly the way we want. It
teaches us a lesson about humility, about limits
and the need for care. This view of nature calls
us to something like a Gelassenheit, a recogni-
tion that we are not the world and that its con-
crete reality and thereness, its Otherness from
us, are irreducible and irremediable. The world
resists us, and always has more to it than we
think is there, and so to think and act in it is at
the same time to call into being forces that go
far beyond what we know and intend. This is
built into what it is to be a world and to be an
agent within it; it is not a contingent fact or a
limitation to be overcome by the victorious
historical march of science or technology or
any other form of “enlightenment.” The notion
of a “revenge of nature” that punishes techno-
logical attempts at domination, which in its ro-
mantic version always seemed to depend too
much on a fairy-tale anthropomorphizing of
natural forces, on this account becomes clearer
and more justifiable: all practical transforma-
tions of the world must produce “unantici-
pated” side-effects, just as all attempts by
thought to grasp the world always leave some-
thing left over and ungrasped, and nature is the
name we give to this very fact—and so its
“vengeance” turns out to be central to what it
is.

Yet there are difficulties with this view. If
“nature” is to stand for the difference between
thought and thing it cannot itself be a Thing,
present and available for inspection and fully
open to conceptual understanding. Thus we
will have to avoid the strong temptation to
re-reify it, to turn it into some particular object
we need to honor, respect, protect, pre-
serve—and whose nature we can know. This
was McKibben’s mistake, for example: he too
wanted to think of nature as Otherness, but he
understood this so literally and flatfootedly
that for him as soon as humans put their dirty
fossil-fuel burning paws anywhere near it, it

ORIGIN AND DIFFERENCE

173



immediately lost its otherness and so met its
“end.” He couldn’t see that human
transformative activity does not rob nature of
its otherness, because the otherness remains
within the activity itself, is indeed characteris-
tic of it; he buys, that is to say, the modernist
utopian dream that there could be pure activity
(or pure knowledge) without otherness or limi-
tation, and simply bemoans this fact, not real-
izing that actually it’s not a fact at all.

If nature is to stand for the inevitable gap be-
tween what we intend and what we produce, or
between the world and what we think we know
of the world, then we have to be careful: nature
itself cannot be known, cannot be grasped or
understood. Claims that nature is
thus-and-such have to be eschewed; the holism
characteristic of deep ecology and much other
popular environmental radicalism, for exam-
ple, is certainly unacceptable from this point of
view, as are the claims for this or that as na-
ture’s “inherent telos.” So too are things like
the Gaia hypothesis as a basis for environmen-
tal theorizing of an ontological sort. Nature is
no longer a thing, but rather simply a way to re-
fer to the concreteness and thereness of the
world that no amount of theorizing or of
technologizing can ever start to overcome. But
if it’s not a thing, then it’s also not some thing
we need to “defend”; even talk of “letting na-
ture be” becomes suspect here, because nature
in this sense isn’t anything at all. If nature is
what is left out, it will be left out too of any at-
tempts we make to protect or support it, or even
to talk about it.

But with that the danger arises that the very
subject matter of environmental thinking and
the concrete motivations that lead people into
that thinking start to dissolve. The result of this
line of reasoning threatens a kind of quietism
with respect to any large-scale attempts to
“save” the environment or “solve” environ-
mental problems; they appear like the same old
dreams of mastery, subject to the same hum-
bling dialectic of unanticipated side-effects
and inevitable yet also unexpected failures.
This comes close to being explicit in late
Heidegger , with his counsel ing of
Gelassenheit and his call for a patient anticipa-
tion of a god who may or may not arrive; but
it’s implicit, too, as I’m not the first to point
out, in Nietzchean levity or Derridean irony.13

Furthermore, if nature is simply the fact of an
otherness to the world, one so ultimate that no
technological attempt at mastery can even be-
gin to touch it, then in a certain sense it is in no
real danger at all. There is just as much “other-
ness” in the urban world as in the world of what
we used to call “nature.”14 Why, then, is the lat-
ter an appropriate object of our environmental
concern and not the former?

More serious from a philosophical point of
view, perhaps, is the logical problem produced
when one tries to speak at all about that which
by definition cannot be spoken of. The diffi-
culty is well-known, and forms a central theme
in the work of postmodern lovers of paradox
from Adorno to Derrida. After all, if the term
“nature” is supposed to remind us of the way
our terms never fully capture that which they
are intended to describe, then this term too
must fail in the same way—which means that
nature itself must differ from our account of it
as difference, and in a way that cannot be said
or even thought. “Difference,” after all, is not a
thing, nor is it a name of a thing; that’s why
Derrida brilliantly uses a name for it that is no
name but a simple spelling error. “There is no
name for it,” he writes, adding that this is “a
proposition to be read in its platitude,” and not
a reference to some “ineffable Being” like
God, or we might add, like the Nature radical
environmentalists typically want to save.15 But
the paradox here—that “nature” is supposed to
be the name of something that cannot be
named and that assertions about it are asser-
tions about something about which nothing
can be asserted—is a paradox; there’s no get-
ting around it, except to take seriously the last
sentence of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus. If what
nature “is”—and it doesn’t matter here what
techniques one uses to put the “is” under era-
sure—cannot be said, then the right thing for
philosophy to say about nature is: nothing.
And that doesn’t seem to leave much room for
environmental theorizing.

The trouble with interpreting nature as dif-
ference is that it falls prey to something like
Hegel’s critique of the Kantian notion of
things-in-themselves, to wit that it just isn’t
clear why it’s so important to insist on the exis-
tence of something (or worse, some un-thing)
about which there is absolutely nothing to be
said. What difference does it make whether it
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exists or not? The only way one can get mile-
age out of the notion is by playing a kind of
shell game, trading on various ambiguities (in-
cluding, here, various meanings of the word
“nature”) so as to be able to make assertions
about the noumenal realm on the one hand
while just as quickly taking them back and
conceding their meaninglessness on the other.
Adorno is a master at this sort of thing;
Heidegger does it too. (Derrida is much better
at avoiding it, which may be why he actually
has very little to say about nature at all.) “Na-
ture”—ordinary nature: mountains, forests, ru-
ral landscapes—gets described as somehow
“pointing at” or otherwise “indicating” the
noumenal world of utter otherness or differ-
ence that the term ought in the strict sense to
denote, but there’s no real account of how this
is possible, or of why such landscapes are
better able to do this than, say, urban ones, or
indeed even of what “indicating” or “pointing”
in this sense could possibly mean—or, finally,
how any of this could come to be known.16

Better here would be Wittgenstinian reti-
cence, which would direct us back to what we
can say, what we can speak about—which is
the ordinary world we inhabit, the one in which
and on which we work and which we come to
know through our practices. This world, the
world of our real environment, is as I have al-
ready suggested one where the human and the
natural are inextricably intertwined, not (sim-
ply) because we are natural beings but rather
because we are always already actively in-
volved in the natural environment—we act on
it, transform it, rethink and reshape it, although
doubtless we do not do so any way we want. In
this sense it is not “other” than us, not some-
thing that “goes beyond” or “escapes” us:
rather it is right here, the very world we inhabit
now, a world which everywhere shows the
mark of our activity and yet of course is never
identical to us or to that activity either.

Nature and Practice

I want to propose at this juncture a fourth
way of thinking of “nature” that might repre-
sent an improvement upon those I have already
examined. It would be a throwback of sorts, to
a tradition in continental thought that in recent
years suffered a decline—a tradition in which

human practice plays a central role. My refer-
ence to Hegel’s critique of Kant was not
adventitious, for in this tradition Hegel has a
significant founding place, above all because
of his insistence on the active character of
knowledge. His radicalization of the Kantian
“answer” to skepticism—and his rejection of
the doctrine of noumena—implied that we
know the real world because we are involved
in constituting it; the Marxist inversion of his
doctrine, which stands behind early twentieth
century philosophers of practice such as
Lukács and Korsch, in turn suggested that the
act of constitution had to be understood materi-
alistically, as concrete human labor. Thus this
view will emphasize, just as the deconstructive
critique of nature as origin does, the con-
structed character of the environment we in-
habit, insisting however on taking the idea of
“construction” literally. It is through our prac-
tices, which are in the first instance above all
laboring practices, that the world around us is
shaped into the world it is; our first access to
that world is through such practices and indeed
there is no access to it that does not involve
them.

Part of the point of such a view will be to
deny the dualist distinction between the physi-
cal world of nature and the “artificial” social
world that bedevils too much environmental
thinking. For if we take seriously that practice
means something like labor—by which here I
mean a set of physical, bodily, activities—that
distinction starts to collapse. The social world
is perfectly real and physical; social institu-
tions are produced and reproduced through
concrete activities, and are instantiated in con-
crete objects every one of which has to be built,
while on the other hand the practical processes
of building through which those institutions
and objects come to be are themselves always
socially organized ones. The social world is a
physical world, and vice versa; practice
doesn’t constitute some social part of the
world—it constitutes the environing world as
such, the world of real objects that surround us,
a world that is quite literally “socially con-
structed.”

A philosophy of practice, then, directs our
attention to the built environment, which for
most of us is the environment—and it is with
this environment, I would argue, that “envi-
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ronmental theory” ought to begin.17 This is the
significance of the “problem of wilderness”
discussed earlier; to question the concept of
wilderness, if by this term is meant a world ab-
solutely untouched by humans, is to point out
that the whole environment in a certain sense is
a built environment, and to draw our attention
even in so-called wilderness to the complex so-
cial practices that make it possible—practices
of trail-blazing, of boundary-drawing, of po-
licing, of ecological planning, not to speak of
course of the political practices needed to bring
“National Wilderness Areas” into being at
all.18 The point here isn’t that everything in the
world is Manhattan; there are differences
among practices, certainly, including differ-
ences in the kinds of effects they have on what
was there “before” (but we must always re-
member that the world “before” was itself not
untouched either). The point is that there is no
deep ontological difference between cities and
national parks, as though the one represented
human activity and change while the other rep-
resented that timeless Origin away from which
the change occurred.

Or as though, more simply, one represented
the human and the other nature. Practice, for
the kind of view I am describing, is not some-
thing ontologically secondary, taking place be-
tween two pre-existing poles of actor and na-
ture, subject and world. Rather this view tries
to hold to the strange idea of practice as prior to
those poles, arguing that both the world and the
subject come to be what they are through prac-
tical action. Such an approach avoids the prob-
lems associated with positing nature—or, for
that matter, the subject—as an absolute origin,
as well as those connected with the fallacies of
naturalism. Rather it takes its cue from the
immer schon: as a subject engaging in practice,
I am always in media res, finding both myself
and the world in which I act to be the products
in turn of earlier practices. I can no longer ex-
plain or justify my practices in terms of what
the world “in itself” requires, any more than I
can explain or justify them in terms of my own
sovereign desires or thoughts. What I know of
nature, and what I know of myself as well, I
come to know only through my practices; and
thus it makes no sense to appeal to a nature in-
dependent of those practices in order to guide
them.

The deconstructive moment in the
poststructuralist critique of nature as origin
here takes the form of something like a theory
of alienation, thereby revealing once again the
debt to Hegel and to Marx. While the world we
inhabit is in fact something that we build, have
built, are building through our practices, still
under current conditions it does not appear to
us as such. Rather we are surrounded by ob-
jects and institutions—markets, gender roles,
character structures, but also commodities,
landscapes, the distinction between city and
country, etc.—that seem to have dropped from
the sky, seem that is perfectly “natural”; the
role of critical social theory is to deconstruct
that apparent naturalness and to reveal the con-
crete processes of construction that generate it.
The call then is for a recognition and
reappropriation by social subjects (socially
and practically constituted as they doubtless
are) of the world they have in fact produced.
The motive for the deconstruction is clearer
here than it is in the case of the ironic
deconstructions associated with the other
view: it is driven by a kind of ethical impera-
tive towards self-knowledge. Without such an
imperative, it becomes impossible to explain
why the loss of nature as origin doesn’t leave
one in a relativistic quandary.19 If all views of
nature are socially constructed, why should
one sort of view be privileged over another?
Why prefer the construction of nature as Gaia
or wilderness over the construction of it as
matter for instrumental manipulation or re-
source for human enjoyment? Neo-Hegelian
theories can answer this question in a way
Derridean ones cannot: because processes of
construction that know themselves as such are
to be preferred over those that remain system-
atically deluded about what they are and what
they produce. The problem of providing a stan-
dard by which to judge environmental actions
without falling into the naturalistic fal-
lacy—which is to say, without attempting to
read this standard off from some account of
what nature in itself “is”—is here solved in a
non-relativistic, and I would argue an environ-
mentally sensitive, fashion, by finding the
standard in practice itself. World-constituting
practices that acknowledge themselves as
such, that know their implications and take
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their responsibilities seriously, are to be pre-
ferred over those that do not.

In this sense the deconstructive critiques
that show the “constructed” character of what
we call nature have a liberatory function; they
are supposed to call us to acknowledge our
own entanglement in and indeed responsibility
for the world we inhabit. Far from reconfirm-
ing in humans the hubristic dream of a total
domination of nature, though, I think such an
acknowledgment can evoke in us a startled hu-
mility, and with it potentially a change for the
better not just in the level of our “ecological
awareness” but in our lives and in our social
structures. The world we inhabit, this view in-
sists, is a world that for better or worse comes
to be what it is through our practices; to recog-
nize, however, that nowadays it’s mostly for
worse—that the world surrounding us is in the
deep trouble it is, ugly, toxic, warming too
quickly, with a torn ozone hole, undergoing
apparently massive extinctions, with all the
other signs of poor ecological health—is im-
plicitly to call for us to find new practices, ones
that will do a better job of “constructing” an
environment that is healthier, more sustain-
able, more beautiful, more able to support life
of all kinds.

There is, of course, an anthropocentrism
lurking in that last sentence, and many envi-
ronmental philosophers will note it immedi-
ately and perhaps reject it on that basis. It’s true
that what counts as “healthy”, “beautiful,”
“sustainable,” etc. can only be decided by us. It
is our practices that make the world what it is,
and so the question “what practices should we
engage in?” is also the question “what ought
the environing world be like?” and many will
find the same old hubris in the suggestion that
the latter is a question for us to answer. The
trouble is that there is no one else who can an-
swer it. It won’t do to try to answer it by asking
nature or studying nature or in some other way
coming to know what nature really is; indeed
the whole line of argument I have been devel-
oping here—and that I find in contemporary
continental thought—is that this makes no
sense, because there is no way nature really is,
and so naturalistic attempts to find the solution
to environmental problems by reading them
off from nature are doomed to fail. Those who
claim to be able to solve them this way are still

subject to alienation: they do not see that what
they claim to find “in” nature is really some-
thing that has already been put there by previ-
ous social practices—which in this case also
means by previous social ideologies. A
non-alienated approach would acknowledge
that the environmental question is fundamen-
tally a social question, a question about the
sorts of practices we want to engage in, and
that it therefore ought to be answered only
through the democratic processes in which
those sorts of questions legitimately find their
answers. There is no escape from that task.

How does this account of nature fare com-
pared to the view of nature as difference dis-
cussed above? It would be easy to interpret the
philosophy of practice being outlined here (es-
pecially given its Hegelian provenance) as a
form of unabashed idealism of just the sort that
the other account wants to condemn. Doesn’t
the claim that “the world comes to be what it is
through our practices” involve a failure to ac-
knowledge the otherness and thereness of the
world, the way it inevitably escapes our at-
tempts to grasp it? I do not think so; to say we
construct the world that surrounds us in our
practices is not to say that we dream up some
way we want the world to be and then find it
magically transformed accordingly; it is to say
that we try to build it in a quite literal and phys-
ical way. Practice is real; it involves work and
difficulty and sweat and, quite possibly, fail-
ure. It’s the Marxist inversion of Hegel that’s
relevant here—this is materialism, not ideal-
ism. We don’t imagine a world, or theorize it,
we build it, and the world we build is never the
same as any world we might have imagined or
theorized before we started work. The “other-
ness” of the world, that is, is part of the notion
of “practice,” and indeed it is just this that dis-
tinguishes practice from theory, action from
thought.

Thus the claim that the environing world is
socially constructed does not mean that some-
how we build it ex nihilo. Of course we don’t;
building requires materials—everybody
knows that. We build the world that surrounds
us out of real objects that predate our (current)
building processes—but they too, of course,
are objects that were themselves (at some ear-
lier point) built. We’re back to the always al-
ready: my home was built of wood, but the
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wood was in the form of 2x4’s which had first
to be built at the lumber yard in processes that
employed timber that had been felled in some
forest; the timber too needed tools to fell it,
which tools were produced in a factory some-
where else, out of steel that had been smelted in
yet another factory, and so on and so on. It
won’t do, for the reasons the critique of nature
as origin made clear, to look for some ultimate
Thing out of which and on which all building
takes place. We can assert that every act of
building requires some “substrate” or other,
meaning material which gets transformed in
the building, without asserting that some par-
ticular privileged Substrate is itself unbuilt and
deserves the honorific name “nature.”

But then rather than talking of a substrate,
with its (to philosophers) dangerously tempt-
ing metaphysical connotations, it might be
better to talk simply of practice and of its dif-
ference from theory. In our practices we build
the environing world, but what we build is al-
ways other than what we “thought” we would
build; our ideas about the world always fail to
grasp what’s really in it, which is to say what
we really put there. Thus our practices never
match our expectations or our plans, and that
they do not is part of what it means to say that
they are practices (and not dreams or theories).
Marxist versions of the philosophy of practice
sometimes failed to understand this point and
its implications, believing that the plan was
identical to the achievement. Insisting on it is
one of the important services performed by
poststructuralist ideas of nature as difference,
not least as a way of correcting for a tendency
towards utopianizing among certain “social
constructionists” about nature. The realness
and resistance of the world, the difficulty of la-
bor, call us towards a modesty with respect to
our practices, deriving from a sober and even
chastened recognition of the inevitable limits
to planning and of the essential unpredictabil-
ity of the consequences of our actions. We are
even called here, too, I think, to a modesty with
respect to the possibility of the kind of demo-
cratic control over our practices that I spoke of
above. As indicated, the question of what the
environing world ought to be can’t be sepa-
rated from the questions of what practices will
help to build that world and how they are to be
engaged in—and those are things that indeed

can never be known for certain, nor ever be en-
tirely planned. The history of the unanticipated
ecological damage caused by new practices,
even those supposed to be ecologically benefi-
cial, is too familiar.

Thus to understand that “difference,” other-
ness, is part of what a practice is, is to insist
upon the importance of modesty and caution in
our practices, of considering ahead of time
what their consequences might be, of paying
attention to worst-case scenarios and “normal
accidents,” of making risk analyses and recog-
nizing too the risks involved in believing them,
of building in redundancy and error-checking
and all the other tools needed to provide some
additional security that things will more or less
go the way that we expect (knowing nonethe-
less that they never will). What is not to be con-
cluded here, however, is that we should there-
fore at tempt to abstain from any
transformative practices whatsoever—not
merely because such an attempt would be a bad
idea but rather because it is an impossibility.
The call for modesty in those practices ought
not to be misinterpreted as a call to try to return
nostalgically to the way the world was before
we engaged in them—to return, that is, to na-
ture as origin. Nor should it be taken as a call to
avoid the attempt to bring them under the sway
of democratic social processes, or to give up
the attempt to understand them and con-
sciously to choose which ones we engage in,
leaving them to the “natural” processes of the
market, as some environmental thinkers have
begun to do.20 Consciousness is still better than
unconsciousness, even if full consciousness is
impossible. Rather it should simply make us
more careful and more humble about what we
can and cannot achieve, but no less mindful of
the responsibility for the environment that our
transformative role within it imposes upon us.

What I have been suggesting, then, is that
the two “postmodern” views of nature with
which I began—the critique of nature as origin
and the identification of nature with differ-
ence—despite the real insights they have to of-
fer about fundamental issues in environmental
philosophy, each lack an appreciation for the
crucial role in such a philosophy that ought to
be played by the notion of practice. As a result
they fail to grasp the active character of the re-
lation between humans and their environment,
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a failure which threatens to lead environmental
theory back first of all towards a pernicious du-
alism that identifies the natural with the
non-human, and secondly towards a natural-
ism that thinks it can find in a nature so purified
of human action the source of an appropriate
set of standards for human interactions with
the environment. I have tried to suggest instead
an alternative approach, one that sees nature
neither as origin nor as what is left out, but
rather as connected to practice. The “social

constructions” through which the environment
we inhabit comes to be what it is are above all
practical ones: the world is made through our
activities in it, which is not to say we can make
it any way we want or that it is entirely us, or
ours. What distinguishes practice from theory
is that the former is real, difficult, concrete
(and unpredictable by theory in its results): and
nature might be the name we give to that very
concreteness.21
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