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Discussion Document

 

Donald Worster has provided us with a highly entertaining and readable intellectual history of 

ecological history. In the conclusion, he reminds us that the ecological movement is nothing new, and 

reflects on what an appreciation of its history can bring to the problems we now face in a world 

confronted by threats to its delicate environmental balance. 

Ecology today is not a single approach to nature; it embraces many approaches. That is also a 

caution for those trying to determine what this science’s social role will be in the future. Whatever 

may be its revolutionary implications for politics, religion, or economics, the Age of Ecology has not 

much new to say about the organization of nature. One can hear in its language, now and then, the 

accents of Linnaeus or Gilbert White, of eighteenth-century imperialists or arcadians, of the nicely 

contrived balance-of-nature idea. At other times one hears the echoes of Romantic biology, of 

organicism, and of Thoreau’s subversive stance. Of course the Darwinian paradigm of nature 

remains a decisive formative influence on recent ecological thought, despite the efforts of the New 

Ecologists to start from other premises; and though the frontier era has long passed, Frederic 

Clement’s concept of ecological succession still survives. There is, in short, no gainsaying the 

persistence of the past. The Age of Ecology is inevitably the outcome of its long and complex 

intellectual history, regardless of how strongly it believes in its own novelty. Failing to accept this, or 

to realize how diverse and contradictory that past has been, we will not make much headway 

toward a true understanding of our current ideas about nature. 

These conclusions about ecology may be hard to absorb or live with. Is it truly possible, in the light of 

such ambiguities, to talk of an ‘ecological point of view’ or ‘ecological values’ or ‘ecologically 

oriented society’? And do such grand phrases as the ‘Age of Ecology’ have any dependable meaning? 

As long as so much us expected of this science, it will not be easy to acknowledge how tangled and 

twisted its content. Some will discern in these conclusions, especially the historical relativism of 

science, a drift toward intellectual anarchy – if the scientists cannot be trusted to give us the clear 

and enduring truth, then there can be nothing ahead, they fear, but general confusion. 

It has not been my intention here to debunk science, to reject its insights as worthless, or to 

advocate do-it-yourself anarchy. Perhaps our age may be overly reverential toward the ecologist and 

could profit from a more critical attitude toward his models; but to reject out-of-hand all scientific 

methodology as undependable or wrongheaded would be as foolish as to stand in dogmatic awe of 

positivism.  
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