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Literary	and	Movement	Manifestations	of	Ecotopia	
	

	
Welcome	to	the	Anthropocene	
	

We	are	presently	living	in	an	age	characterized	by	multiple	forms	of	
precarity.	Our	climate	system,	increasingly	in	disarray	(Ehrlich	&	Ehrlich,	2013;	
IPCC,	2017)	due	to	greenhouse	gas	concentration	levels	that	have	already	
exceeded	400	ppm	(WMO,	2017),	promise	more	frequent	and	intense	storms,	
droughts,	wildfires,	crop	failures,	and	rising	seas	across	the	world	that	will	quite	
literally	rewrite	arbitrary	national	boundaries.	At	500	ppm,	climate	models	
predict	the	crossing	of	a	dangerous	‘heat	threshold’	wherein	forests’	and	marine	
phytoplankton’s	abilities	to	absorb	carbon	and	regulate	the	earth’s	climate	
become	severely	imperilled	(Harding,	2006,	pg.	151),	portending	mass	and	
severe	ecological	and	socioeconomic	disturbances	(WMO,	2017).	Indeed,	it	
appears	that	we’re	not	so	far	from	such	a	dystopian	scenario	as	recent	studies	
have	found	that	marine	phytoplankton	concentrations	have	been	steadily	
declining	over	the	past	century	(Boyce	et	al,	2010),	while	the	net	carbon	balance	
of	tropical	forests	has	shifted	so	that	forests	are	now	releasing	more	carbon	than	
oxygen	(Baccini	et	al,	2017).	Perhaps	most	troubling	is	the	fact	that	we’re	
currently	in	the	midst	of	the	sixth	greatest	mass	extinction	event	to	take	place	
since	the	earth	first	harboured	life	(Ceballos	et	al,	2017).	Over	the	past	forty	
years,	the	population	sizes	of	thousands	of	monitored	vertebrate	species,	to	say	
nothing	of	the	millions	of	plant	and	animal	life	forms	for	which	no	accurate	data	
presently	exists,	have	declined	by	an	average	of	over	50%	(WWF,	2016).	If	
current	rates	of	pollution,	deforestation	and	habitat	destruction,	anthropogenic	
climate	change,	and	species	overexploitation	continue	unabated,	current	levels	
of	species	extinction	are	predicted	to	result	in	a	67%	decline	in	monitored	
vertebrate	populations	by	2020	per	1970	levels	(WWF,	2016).		
	

The	aforementioned	extant	and	looming	crises	are	largely	attributable	to	
the	sheer	extent	of	the	impacts	of	modern	human	civilizations	on	the	earth’s	
natural	systems	(Hamilton,	2015),	leading	scientists	to	conjure	a	new	term	for	
the	current	era	of	humanity	as	a	‘geophysical	force’	(Steffen	et	al,	2007):	the	
Anthropocene	(Crutzen	and	Stoermer,	2000).	In	the	Anthropocene,	the	material	
foundations	of	life	are	increasingly	under	threat	due	to	the	impacts	of	unfettered	
economic	growth	(UCS,	2017),	burgeoning	human	populations,	and	the	generally	
ecologically	disastrous	production	and	consumption	patterns	associated	with	
modern	capitalism	(Schaiberg,	1980;	Foster,	1999;	Bookchin,	1986;	Dawson,	
2016).	Thus,	Moore’s	(2017)	concept	of	the	‘Capitalocene’,	the	historical	era	
characterized	by	the	endless	accumulations	of	capital	and	the	unequally	
distributed	socio-ecological	dislocations	associated	therewith,	in	many	ways	
seems	a	far	more	apt	diagnosis	(Pg.	596).	Indeed,	when	considering	homo	sapiens	



as	a	general	driver	of	ecological	decline,	it	is	crucial	to	remain	aware	of	the	
decidedly	unequal	power	relations,	and	vast	geographical,	cultural,	
socioeconomic	and	historical	imbalances	that have	underpinned	and	continue	to	
underpin	the	use	of	biophysical	resources,	as	well	as	the	consequent	impacts	on	
the	biosphere	(Moore,	2017;	Pichler	et	al,	2017).	For	instance,	in	2013,	nearly	
half	of	global	GHG	emissions	were	generated	by	a	mere	10%	of	the	world’s	
population	(Pichler	et	al,	2017,	pg.	33),	while	the	average	US	citizen	(not	
counting	intra-national	inequities)	emits	as	much	as	500	citizens	of	Afghanistan,	
Ethiopia,	Chad,	Mali,	Chad,	Cambodia,	and	Burundi	(Roberts	&	Parks,	2007).		
Furthermore,	the	ecologically	disastrous	enterprise	that	is	animal	agriculture	
(Ehrlich	&	Ehrlich,	2013;	Machovina	et	al,	2015;	WWF,	2017)	is	overwhelmingly	
directed	towards	consumption	by	inhabitants	of	wealthy	industrial	nations	(FAO,	
2015b)1,	

	
Similarly,	Mal	&	Hornborg	(2014)	denote	regarding	the	standard	

periodization	of	the	Anthropocene	around	1800	with	the	birth	of	the	industrial	
revolution	that	the	development	of	the	steam	engine,	a	‘foundation	stone’	of	the	
fossil	economy,	was	made	possible	through	the	exploitation	of	Afro-American	
slaves,	British	labour	in	factories	and	mines,	and	the	concentration	of	power	
amongst	the	relatively	few	owners	of	the	means	of	production	(Mal	&	Hornborg,	
2014,	pg.	64).	The	latter	stages	of	the	fossil	economy-	electricity,	internal	
combustion	engine,	the	petroleum	complex-	were	effected	through	investment	
decisions	by	owners	of	commodity	production	with	occasional	involvement	by	
certain	governments,	not	through	widespread	democratic	deliberation	and	
consent	(Pg.	64).	Such	stark	imbalances	serve	as	a	powerful	challenge	to	the	
assumption	of	humanity	as	a	‘homogenous	driver’	of	the	ecological	crisis	(Pichler	
et	al,	2017,	Pg.	32).	However,	though	the	term	risks	concealing	a	great	degree	of	
complexity	and	variability,	it	is	nevertheless	the	‘Anthropos’	as	a	species	who	are	
largely	responsible	for	the	current	socio-ecological	crisis.	As	Cafaro	(2015)	
observes,	“no	single	species	has	ever	significantly	reduced	planetary-level	
biological	diversity-	until	now”	(pg.	387).	To	other	species,	humans	are	the	devil	
(Huxley,	1967).	However,	to	recognize	homo	sapiens	as	the	primary	drivers	of	
the	modern	ecological	crisis	is	not	“to	treat	humankind	as	merely	a	species-being	
determined	by	its	biological	evolution”	(Mal	&	Hornborg,	2014,	pg.	66);	the	
historical,	cultural,	socioeconomic	trajectories	that	have	led	to	the	Anthropocene	
were	by	no	means	necessary	but	merely	contingent.	Capitalism	is	no	
predetermined	outgrowth	of	biogeophysical	laws	but	a	social	construct,	and	
thus,	we	can	be	otherwise.		

	
Of	the	essence	is	a	critical	reassessment	of	current	modes	of	subsistence	

and,	crucially,	an	in-depth	examination	of	the	close	link	between	the	
Anthropocene	and	anthropocentrism,	the	age-old	onto-epistemological	position	
that	depicts	humans	as	entities	of	the	utmost	significance,	as	separable	from	and	

																																																								
1	The	Food	and	Agriculture	Organization	(FAO)	estimates	that	while	citizens	of	
the	industrial	north	account	for	only	15	percent	of	world	population,	they	are	
responsible	for	37	percent	of	world	meat	consumption	and	40	percent	of	that	of	
milk	(FAO,	2015b).		



superior	to	all	other	living	beings	(Ferrando,	2016;	pg.	164;	Braidotti,	2009)2.	As	
the	Anthropocene	has	made	increasingly	apparent	via	material	reality’s	‘vengeful	
reassertion	of	itself’	(Žižek,	2011,	pg.	330),	the	‘human’	is	inextricably	bound	to	
the	‘natural’	world	and	its	myriad	inhabitants	in	a	multicplicity	of	ways,	and	thus	
there	can	be	no	thriving	socioeconomic	systems	without	the	viable	natural	
ecosystems	that	constitute	their	essential	foundations.	In	recent	decades,	
however,	a	unique	force	has	arisen	in	response	to	the	myriad	threats	posed	to	
the	natural	world	largely	by	the	ravages	of	industrial	capitalism	(Marx,	1844;	
Bookchin,	1986;	Foster,	2000;	Harvey,	2014):	radical	environmental	activists	
(REA’s)	from	such	groups	as	the	Sea	Shepherd	Conservation	Society	(SSCS)	and	
Earth	First!	(EF!).		REA’s,	through	their	radically	anti-hierarchical	and	anti-
anthropocentric	worldviews,	modes	of	relationality,	and	physical	disruptions	of	
the	status	quo	loudly	cry	‘No!’	to	the	existing	order	(Cathcart,	1978),	offering	
glimmers	into	how	we	may	construct	socio-ecologically	harmonious	modes	of	
being.	Their	insights	on	the	extant	crisis	and	visions	for	Ecotopia	as	gathered	
from	numerous	semi-structured	interviews	will	be	discussed	in	this	paper	and	
contrasted	with	the	visions	featured	in	some	classic	ecotopian	literary	texts	for	a	
comprehensive	depiction	of	an	alternative	socio-ecological	future.		
	
Desperate	Times,	Desperate	Measures:	Enter	Radical	Environmentalism	
	
Since	the	1970s	and	early	‘80s,	the	environmental	movement	in	the	West	began	
to	splinter	from	the	proliferation	of	large	bureaucratic	‘lobbying’	environmental	
movement	 organizations	 (EMOs)	 such	 as	 Greenpeace	 and	 the	 World	 Wildlife	
Fund	(WWF)	(Mitchell	et	al,	1991),	taking	on	a	more	critical	stance.	In	contrast	to	
the	 ‘reform	 environmentalism’	 of	 the	 aforementioned	 groups,	which	 embraces	
liberal	 democratic	 restraints	 on	 capitalism	 and	 technological	 interventions	 as	
sufficient	strategies	for	curbing	ecological	decline,	groups	and	individuals	in	this	
most	 radical	 branch	 of	 the	 environmental	 movement,	 known	 as	 4th-wave	
environmentalism	 or	 political	 ecologism	 (Rootes,	 2004),	 typically	 engage	 in	
extra-parliamentary	 political	 struggles	 that	 seek	 to	 initiate	 profound	
psychological,	 cultural,	 onto-epistemological,	 socioeconomic,	 and	 structural	
changes	 in	 contemporary	 capitalist	 societies	 (Milbrath,	 1984,	 pg.	 70).	 In	 other	
words,	 while	 mainstream	 environmentalism	 frequently	 seeks	 and	 engages	 in	
‘first-order’	 changes	 from	 within	 the	 present	 system	 (promoting	 recycling,	
changes	 in	 legislation,	 energy-efficient	 vehicles,	 reducing	 meat	 consumption,	
etc.),	radical	environmentalism	embodies	and	engages	in	a	multifaceted	politics	
of	contention	(Tarrow,	2013)	which	seeks	‘second-order’	changes	that	entail	the	
transformation	of	the	system	itself	(Glasser,	2011).	In	concert	with	their	aims	of	
a	 radical	 reconstitution	 of	 society,	 and	 driven	 by	 their	 mounting	 desperation	
with	the	declining	state	of	the	biosphere,	political	ecologist	groups	have	become	

																																																								
2	Braidotti	(2009)	poignantly	observes	that,	“Since	antiquity,	animals	have	
constituted	a	sort	of	zooproletariat”,	used	for	hard	labour	as	mechanical	slaves;	
this	“ruthless	exploitation	was	due	not	only	to	the	species	hierarchy	upheld	by	
the	old	metaphysics	[anthropocentrism],	which	alleged	that	animals	lacked	a	
rational	soul	and	consequently	a	will	and	a	sovereign	subjectivity	of	their	own…”	
(pg.	528).	



notorious	 for	 their	 use	 of	 direct-action3 	tactics-	 tree	 sit-ins,	 massive	 road	
blockades,	 and	 even	 ‘ecotage’	 (the	 sabotage	 of	 environmentally	 destructive	
equipment	 and	 property).	 Such	 action	 repertoires	 serve	 as	 powerful	modes	 of	
disruption	 (Tarrow,	 2013)	 as	 well	 as	 last	 lines	 of	 defense	 for	 stemming	
ecological	decline	(Eilstrup-Sangiovanni	&	Bondaroff,	2014).	Thus	their	politics,	
radical	 in	 its	 overarching	 aim	of	 reconstructing	 society	 from	 the	 bottom	up,	 is	
utopian	 (see	 below)	 in	 its	 aims	 towards	 fundamental	 change	 rather	 than	
piecemeal	engineering	(Price,	1960).	
	
	

‘Gaia’s	Navy’	(Nagtzaam,	2013)	is	the	apt	phrase	used	frequently	in	
reference	to	the	non-profit	direct-action	marine	conservation	organization,	the	
Sea	Shepherd	Conservation	Society	(henceforth	SSCS),	founded	in	1979	by	
Captain	Paul	Watson	(SSCS,	2016),	a	former	Greenpeace	co-founder	who	sought	
to	spawn	a	more	radical	and	interventionist	movement	which	he	hoped	would	
be	more	effective	in	the	fight	against	whaling.	SSCS’	strategic	physical	
interventions	have	proven	quite	successful.	For	instance,	their	incessant	
harassment	of	Japanese	whalers	managed	to	bring	Japan’s	2010-2011	operations	
to	a	grinding	halt	(Stuart	et	al,	2013;	Eilstrup-Sangiovanni	&	Bondaroff,	2014),	
and	reduced	Japan’s	2012-2013	kill	quota	to	10%	of	its	intended	kills	during	
their	9th	Antarctic	whale	defense	campaign,	Operation	Zero	Tolerance.	
Historically	and	presently,	SSCS	have	orchestrated	a	host	of	formidable	direct-
action	feats	such	as	positioning	their	vessels	between	whales	and	harpoon	ships,	
harassing,	and	even	ramming	whaling	vessels	in	order	to	prevent	harpooning	
and	refuelling	(Nagtazaam,	2013).	A	more	recent	feat	was	their	relentless	
10,000-mile,	110-day	pursuit	in	2015	across	two	seas	and	three	oceans	of	an	
illegal	fishing	trawler	called	the	Thunder,	which	landed	them	in	maritime	history	
for	the	longest	ever	pursuit	of	an	illegal	fishing	vessel	(Urbina,	NY	Times,	2015).	
However,	on	August	29th	2017	SSCS	officially	declared	the	end	of	its	Southern	
Ocean	campaign	against	Japanese	whalers	due	to	their	inability	to	match	Japan’s	
military-grade	surveillance	technology,	as	well	as	the	passing	of	new	anti-
terrorism	laws	designed	to	specifically	target	groups	such	as	SSCS	(BBC,	2017).	
Nevertheless,	SSCS	activists’	radically	anti-anthropocentric	views	of	the	human-
animal-nature	relationship	and	their	willingness	to	engage	in	high-risk	activities	
for	the	preservation	of	non-human	species	makes	them	promising	subjects	for	
insights	into	reconstructing	the	human-nature	dialectic.		

	
The	radical	environmental	direct-action	group	(Manes,	1990,	pg.	82)	

Earth	First!	was	born	in	1980	in	the	Southwestern	United	States	and	has	since	
become	the	most	widely	known	proponent	of	anarchic-style	environmental	
direct-action	in	the	English-speaking	world	(Rootes,	2015,	pg.	422).	EF!	was	
founded	by	Dave	Foreman	and	four	other	‘disgruntled	wilderness	activists’	
(Doherty,	2005,	pg.	157)	who	were	disillusioned	by	the	inefficacies	of	the	

																																																								
3	Originally	coined	by	anarcho-feminist	activist	Voltarine	de	Cleyre	(1912),	DA	
refers	to	a	unique	and	specific	kind	of	political	action	often	associated	with	
anarchist	praxis	that	is	‘not	beholden	to	the	political	tactics	of	the	liberal	state’	
(Heynen	&	Van	Sant,	2015,	pg.	173;	Sparrow,	1997).	



‘bureaucratic	Big	10’	environmental	organizations4	(Ingalsbee,	1996)	at	
stemming	the	tides	of	ecological	decline.	Rather,	EF!’s	founders	envisioned	a	
force	for	environmental	protection	that	would	take	uncompromising	and,	when	
necessary,	militant	stands	against	ecological	despoliation	while	“refusing	to	let	
economic	or	political	considerations	water	down	its	ecological	agenda,	even	if	
that	earned	it	the	dreaded	label	of	‘extremist’”	(Manes,	1990,	pg.	69).	The	
‘apocalyptic	eschatology’	of	EF!	portends	that	the	rapacious,	unsustainable	
nature	of	industrial	society	must	soon	lead	to	its	collapse	(Taylor,	1991,	pg.	261),	
thus	Earth	Firsters!	are	often	driven	by	a	fervent	determination	to	‘dismantle	the	
industrial	machine’	(Ingalsbee,	1996,	pg.	271)	in	order	to	halt	the	tides	of	socio-
ecological	degradation	that	are	afflicting	our	biosphere,	namely	through	road-
building,	mining,	natural	gas	hydraulic	fracturing	(fracking),	and	similar	
enterprises.	EF!	is	no	traditional	EMO	but	more	of	a	dynamic,	rhizomic	(Deleuze	
&	Guattari,	1988)	agglomeration	of	‘earth	warriors’	(Merchant,	2005,	pg.	182)	
who	are	united	in	their	shared	‘ecological’	identities	(Doherty,	2005,	pg.	155)	
and	in	their	mutual	passion	for	the	protection	of	our	biosphere	and	animal	
counterparts.	While	both	SSCS	and	EF!	have	been	the	subjects	of	previous	
investigations	(Taylor,	1991;	Inglasbee,	1996;	Bragg,	1996;	Nagtzaam,	2013;	
Stuart	et	al,	2013;	Cianchi,	2015),	the	aim	of	this	paper	and	the	wider	project	on	
which	it	is	based	is	to	critically	assess	radical	environmental	activists’	underlying	
motivations,	the	precise	nature	of	their	anti-anthropocentric	perceptions	of	the	
human-animal-nature	relationship,	and	crucially,	their	visions	for	Ecotopia.		
	
Radical	Environmentalism	as	Utopianism	Expression?	
	

	“We	 should	 hold	 a	 steadfast	 orientation	 towards	 the	 open	 ocean	 of	
possibility	that	surrounds	the	actual	and	that	 is	so	 immeasurably	 larger	than	the	
actuality.	 True,	 terrors	 lurk	 in	 that	 ocean:	 but	 those	 terrors	 are	 primarily	 and	
centrally	not	(as	the	utopophobes	want	to	persuade	us)	the	terrors	of	the	not-yet-
existing,	but	on	the	contrary	simple	extrapolations	of	the	existing	actuality	of	war,	
hunger,	degradation,	and	exploitation	of	people	and	planets”	(Suvin,	1990,	pg.	81).	
	

The	various	 strivings	of	 SSCS	and	EF!	 activists	 in	 their	 various	 strivings	
constitute	 a	 struggle	 against	 the	 present	 actuality	 and	 towards	 bringing	 forth	
alternative	modes	of	subsisting	and	relating	to	one	another,	our	coevolutionary	
kin,	and	the	natural	world.	Thus,	this	project	hypothesizes	that	they	and	radical	
environmentalism	 more	 generally	 may	 be	 posited	 as	 contemporary	
manifestations	 of	 utopianism.	 As	 largely	 a	 product	 of	 discontent	 (Kaufmann,	
cited	 in	 Levinas,	 1990,	 pg.	 14),	 utopianism	 in	 its	 myriad	 manifestations	 is	 a	
twofold	 process	 which	 involves	 concerted	 critiques	 of	 the	 status	 quo	 and	
creative	 projections	 of	 alternative	 social	 worlds	 that	 would	 realize	 the	 best	

																																																								
4	These	include	the	Defenders	of	Wildlife,	Environmental	Defense	Fund	(EDF),	
Environmental	Policy	Institute,	Izaak	Walton	League,	National	Audubon	Society,	
National	Parks	and	Conservation	Association,	National	Wildlife	Federation,	
National	Resources	Defense	Council,	Sierra	Club,	and	the	Wilderness	Society	
(Scarce,	1990,	pg.	16;	Ingalsbee,	1996,	pg.	273).		



possible	 way	 of	 being”	 (Honderich,	 1995,	 pg.	 892;3).	 Utopianism	 is	 thus	
fundamentally	 driven	 by	 visionary	 thinking,	 as	 elucidated	 by	 David	 Pepper	
(2005)	who	remarks	that	utopianism	requires	a	“vivid	imagination’	of	the	norms,	
institutions	and	individual	relationships	of	a	qualitatively	better	society	than	that	
in	which	the	utopianist	lives”	(pg.	4).	The	utopian	canon	is	generally	divided	into	
three	categories:	the	more	well-known	realm	of	utopian	literature,	perhaps	best	
exemplified	 by	 Thomas	 More’s	 canonical	 text	 Utopia	 (1516)	 which	 lent	 the	
discipline	 its	 name,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 works	 of	 H.G	 Wells	 (1899;	 1905;	 1923),	
Bellamy	 (1888),	 and	 Morris	 (1889),	 communitarian	 movements	 (Sargisson,	
2002,	 2009),	 and	 utopian	 theory	 (Sargent,	 1994).	 Crucially,	 utopianism	 strives	
towards	 better	 ways	 of	 being,	 and	 does	 not,	 on	 the	 whole,	 constitute	 naïve	
imaginings	of	and	strivings	towards	a	perfect	world	devoid	of	change,	as	is	often	
maintained	 amongst	 popular	 and	 some	 academic	 discourses	 (Gray,	 2007;	
Popper,	 2012).	 Rather,	 utopianism	 may	 best	 be	 conceived	 as	 a	 perennial	
subterranean	force	that	manifests	in	a	multiplicity	of	forms	and	complex	spatio-
temporal	 configurations,	 whose	 visions	 of	 vastly	 better	 worlds	 predicated	 on	
criticisms	 of	 deleterious	 socio-political	 arrangements	 always	 have	 ‘one	 foot	 in	
reality’	(Linkenbach,	2009,	pg.	3)	and	one	in	the	terrain	of	potentiality.	

	
Ecotopianism,	 a	 long-standing	 part	 of	 the	 utopian	 tradition	 (Barnhill,	

2011),	employs	critiques	of	unsustainable	societal	conditions	and	pleas	for	more	
ecologically	 harmonious	 relations	 and	 modes	 of	 subsistence.	 This	 ‘utopia	 of	
radical	 environmentalism’	 (Pepper,	 2007,	 pg.	 289)	 further	 replaces	 traditional	
utopianism’s	 implicit	 emphases	 on	 material	 progress	 and	 abundance	 for	 the	
benefit	 of	 human	 civilizations	 with	 a	 utopia	 of	 collaboration	 and	 harmonious	
inter-being	with	the	natural	world	(Garforth,	2005,	pg.	405).	Ecotopian	thought	
more	generally	may	be	framed	as	“the	basis	for	imaginary	(or	literary)	and	real	
ecotopian	 communities	 and	 implicitly	points	 to	 an	 embodiment	of	 those	views	
and	 values	 in	 a	 community”	 (Barnhill,	 2011,	 pg.	 131).	 Thus,	 of	 particular	
significance	in	the	analysis	of	ecotopias,	and	a	leading	query	guiding	the	analysis	
of	 activists’	 ecological	 worldviews	 and	 ecotopian	 visions	 is,	 in	 precisely	 what	
ways	 are	human-nature-animal	 relations	 to	be	 reshaped?	 In	what	ways	 and	 to	
what	 degrees	 are	 they	 “interactive	 and	 harmonious?”	 (Barnhill,	 2011,	 pg.	 pg.	
130).	 The	 decades	 following	 World	 War	 II	 dealt	 a	 destabilizing	 blow	 to	
enlightenment	 beliefs	 in	 the	 ever-ascending	 trajectory	 of	 human	 progress	 and	
notions	of	the	perfectibility	of	humankind,	shedding	a	newly	discerning	light	on	
the	 deleterious	 impacts	 of	 Cartesian	 dualistic	 rationality	 with	 regards	 to	 the	
human-nature	 dialectic	 (Linkenbach,	 2009).	 These	 developments,	 further	
exacerbated	by	 the	 influence	of	 such	 landmark	studies	as	The	Limits	to	Growth	
(Meadows	 et	 al,	 1972)	 which	 elucidated	 the	 looming	 dangers	 associated	 with	
transgressing	 Earth’s	 carrying	 capacity,	 provided	 fertile	 ground	 for	 the	
emergence	of	a	new	ecological	consciousness	emerging	from	the	late	1960s	and	
early	1970s	which	became	increasingly	critical	of	profligate	 ‘Western’	capitalist	
modes	of	subsistence.	This	burgeoning	ecological	consciousness	and	increasingly	
widespread	 concerns	 over	 an	 increasingly	 imperilled	 planet	 fuelled	 the	
production	of	scientific	eco-dystopias	and	ecotopias,	as	well	as	the	rise	of	green	
movements	across	Western	Europe	and	North	America	(Manuel	&	Manuel,	2009;	
Linkenbach,	2009,	pg.	5;10).			

	



In	stemming	 from	political	dissatisfaction	and	critiques,	ecotopianism	 in	
its	 myriad	 manifestations,	 particularly	 in	 the	 form	 of	 the	 radical	 green	
movement,	possesses	subversive	and	transformative	potential	(Sargisson,	2000,	
pg.	 3).	 Sargisson	 (2002)	 notes	 that	 u(eco)topianism	 is	 transgressive	 in	 three	
ways:	 (1)	 it	 challenges	and	oversteps	boundaries	 that	order	and	separate,	 thus	
(2)	 rendering	 them	 meaningless/demonstrating	 their	 porosity;	 lastly,	 (3)	 it	
permits	the	creation	of	new	spaces	wherein	new	and	different	ways	of	relating	to	
the	world	can	be	practiced	(pg.	10).	These	spaces	of	alterity	within	the	‘now’	are	
best	exemplified	 in	a	spatial-temporal	sense	by	EF!’s	winter	moot	and	summer	
gatherings	 which,	 as	 will	 be	 subsequently	 denoted,	 are	 designed	 to	 create	
temporary	models	of	the	type	of	socio-ecological	order	that	the	activists	envision	
as	 necessary	 and	 desirable.	 Furthermore,	 Moylan’s	 (1986)	 notion	 of	 ‘critical	
utopianism’,	 which	 emerged	 during	 a	 ‘historic	 block’	 of	 political	 opposition	
during	 the	 1960s	 that	 was	 fuelled	 by	 an	 intense	 opposition	 to	 capitalist	
exploitation,	domination,	and	commodification	of	people,	nature,	and	animals,	as	
well	 as	 a	 longing	 for	mutual	 aid,	 ecological	 resilience,	 liberation,	 and	 peaceful	
living	(pg.	11),	seems	an	apt	lens	for	capturing	the	spirit	and	character	of	EF!	and	
SSCS.	Crucially,	critical	u(eco)topianism,	similar	 to	Sargisson’s	(2002)	notion	of	
‘transgressive	 [eco]topianism’,	 does	 not	 offer	 rigid	 blueprints	 for	 a	 fixed	 and	
potentially	 repressive	 future	but	 rather	heads	 towards	 ‘the	ideal’	 by	offering	 “a	
rich	blending	of	creative	fantasy,	critical	thinking,	and	oppositional	activism”	(pg.	
138)	 predicated	 on	 a	 demand	 for/embodiment	 of	 radically	 new	 relations	
between	social	and	natural	systems	(Moylan,	1986,	pg.	27;	Sargisson,	2012,	pg.	
11).	A	similar	conceptualization	 is	Davis’	 (2012)	 ‘grounded	utopia’,	exemplified	
by	 the	 alternate	 tradition	 of	 anarchic,	 anti-authoritatian,	 and	 anti-perfectionist	
utopias	 (Huxley,	 1962;	 Le	 Guin,	 1974,	 1985)	 which	 feature	 complex	 spatio-
temporal	 dialectics,	 wherein	 currently	 existing	 beings	 engage	 in	 prefigurative	
forms	 of	 direct-action	 politics	 in	 order	 to	 realize	 suppressed	 possibilities	 and	
alternative	visions	from	the	past,	present,	and	future	in	the	 ‘here	and	now’	(pg.	
135;6). 	

However,	 the	 post-structural/post-modern	 turn	 that	 has	 characterized	
the	 rise	 of	 the	 ‘grounded’	 heterotopia	 that	 resists	 closure	 and	 celebrates	
irreducible	 difference	 must	 simultaneously	 be	 weary	 of	 falling	 victim	 to	 a	
‘pathological	 pluralism’	 that,	 in	 resolutely	 eschewing	 commitment	 to	 any	 one	
path	towards	the	good,	‘rejects	the	challenge	of	literal	criticism’	and	thus	fails	to	
direct	social	change	towards	better	worlds	(Levitas,	2000,	pg.	40;	Levitas,	2003,	
pg.	148).	Levitas	(2003)	aptly	captures	the	need	for	intentionality	and	direction	
of	 some	 sort	 in	 her	 response	 to	Harvey’s	 notion	 in	Spaces	of	Hope	(2000)	 that	
intention	is	problematic	because	of	its	necessary	relation	to	closure	around	a	set	
of	desired	ends.	Levitas	(2003)	counters	this	notion	by	rightly	stating	that,	“The	
idea	 of	 utopia	 as	 spatial	 play-	 or	 social	 play-	may	be	 appealing,	 but	we	do	not	
have	 time	 to	 play	 with	 it”	 (pg.	 150).	 Rather,	 the	 litany	 of	 extant	 and	 looming	
Anthropocene	 crises	 render	 inklings	 of	 the	 viable	 alternatives	 far	 from	
inconsequential	 or	 unnecessary;	 indeed,	 they	 have	 never	 been	more	 essential,	
for	while	we	may	be	unsure	as	to	precisely	what	sort	of	alternate	world	should	
be	designed,	we	 can	be	 fairly	 certain	 that	 the	present	 socio-ecological	 order	 is	
untenable	and	increasingly	undesirable	for	non-human	species	and	an	increasing	
segment	 of	 the	 planet’s	 human	 inhabitants.	 Thus,	 to	 be	 explored	 below	 is	 the	



degree	 to	 which	 radical	 green	 activists	 exhibit	 a	 form	 of	 ecotopianism	 that	 is	
physically,	 conceptually,	 and	 organizationally	 transgressive	 of	 the	 status	 quo,	
and	 thus	 the	 degree	 to	 which	 they	 may	 offer	 insights	 into	 navigating	 our	
troubled	times	and	building	a	more	resilient	future.		

	
Envisioning	Ecotopia	
	

Nearly	 two	years	of	 frequent	 interactions	 and	 correspondence,	 analyses	
of	 dozens	 of	 documents,	 and	 hundreds	 of	 pages	 of	 interview	 transcripts	 with	
over	twenty	SSCS	and	EF!5	activists	from	over	eight	countries	inform	the	findings	
and	observations	 to	 be	discussed	below.	Because	of	 the	 interest	 in	uncovering	
the	underlying	attitudes,	worldviews,	and	motivations	of	the	activists	rather	than	
the	elucidation	of	specific	 individuals	or	events,	 the	method	of	semi-structured	
interviews,	 which	 allows	 for	 rich	 elaboration	 on	 behalf	 of	 the	 participants,	
seemed	most	suitable	(Aberbach	&	Rockman,	2002,	pg.	673).	 Interview	queries	
are	 designed	 to	 uncover	 the	 origins	 and	 nature	 of	 the	 activists’	 ecological	
worldviews	 (to	 what	 extent	 is	 the	 traditional	 human-animal-nature	 hierarchy	
challenged	 and	 dismantled?),	 their	 contentions	 with	 society	 as	 presently	
constituted	 (diagnostic	 framing),	 underlying	 motivations	 behind	 their	
engagement	 in	 particularly	 risky	 activities	 on	 behalf	 of	 the	 natural	 world	 and	
nonhuman	species,	and	crucially,	their	ecotopian	visions.	The	analytical	method	
employed	is	a	deductive	thematic-ecocritical	approach,	wherein	a	search	for	key	
themes	(Braun	&	Clarke,	2006)	across	 the	data	sets	 (interview	transcripts,	key	
documents,	 and	 ecotopian	 texts)	 is	 guided	by	 the	 literary	 analytical	method	of	
ecocriticism,	a	non-anthropocentric	and	ecologically	oriented	mode	of	analysing	
human-animal-nature	 interactions	 as	 depicted	 in	 texts,	 narratives,	 and	
interpersonal	interactions	(Johnson,	2009).	The	objective	of	a	critical	assessment	
of	contrasts	as	well	as	‘common	threads	amongst	the	varying	data	sets’	(DeSantis	
&	Noel	Ugarriza,	2000)	sought	ultimately	to	piece	together	a	coherent	image	of	
‘ecotopia’	 as	 informed	 by	 the	 visions	 espoused	 by	 the	 activists’	 and	 ecotopian	
texts.	 The	 ecotopian	 texts	 drawn	 on	 in	 the	 comparative	 analyses	 alongside	
activist	documents	and	interviews	include	Aldous	Huxley’s	Island	(1962),	Ernest	
Callenbach’s	Ecotopia	(1975),	Ursula	Le	Guin’s	Always	Coming	Home	(1980),	and	
Kim	Stanley	Robinson’s	Pacific	Edge	(1990).	These	particular	texts	were	chosen	
because	 of	 their	 specific	 engagement	 with	 human-environment	 interactions,	
hence	 their	 classification	 as	 canonical	 ‘ecotopian’	 texts	 (Mathisen,	 2001).	
Furthermore,	 these	 texts	 are	 especially	 pertinent	 because	 they	 were	 written	
during	 and	 influenced	 by	 the	 historical	 context	 of	 the	 post-1945	 ‘great	
acceleration’	 period	 of	 exponential	 growth	 in	 the	 human	 enterprise	 and	
consequent	 proliferation	 of	 ecological	 issues	 that	 define	 the	 Anthropocene	
(Steffen	et	al,	2015).		
	

																																																								
5	Many	EF!ers,	at	least	in	the	UK,	though	they	identify	with	the	label	and	
philosophies	of	Earth	First!,	are	also	actively	involved	with	other	groups	such	as	
Reclaim	the	Streets	(RTS),	Riseup,	the	Animal	Liberation	Front	(ALF),	Rising	
Tide,	and	Frack	Off.	Thus,	the	label	‘Earth	First!’	serves	more	as	a	temporary	
banner	or	identity	with	which	activists	associate	rather	than	a	formal	and	
enduring	label	or	identity.	



	
Diagnostic	Framing:	The	Multifarious	Inadequacies	of	the	Present		
	
“And	these	are	the	people…these	are	the	people	who	rule	the	world.	Twenty-nine	

hundred	millions	of	us	at	the	mercy	of	a	few	scores	of	politicians,	a	few	thousands	of	
tycoons	and	generals	and	money-lenders.	Ye	are	the	cyanide	of	the	earth…”	

(Huxley,	2005,	pg.	81).	
	
	

As	 critique	of	 the	present	 is	 a	 fundamental	 characteristic	of	 all	 forms	of	
utopianism,	this	first	section	will	explore	the	activists’	‘diagnostic	framing’	(Snow	
&	Benford,	1988)	or	designation	of	key	drivers	underpinning	the	ecological	crisis	
so	as	 to	offer	a	clearer	depiction	of	exactly	what	 the	activists	deem	inadequate	
about	the	present.	The	overwhelming	majority	of	activists	interviewed	from	both	
groups	 explicitly	 designated	 capitalism	 and	 the	 overriding	 economic	maxim	 of	
ceaseless	growth	as	key	drivers	of	the	current	socio-ecological	crisis,	which	has	
been	 subsumed	under	 the	broader	 theme	of	 ‘limits	 to	growth’	 (Meadows	et	 al,	
1972)	alongside	concerns	regarding	burgeoning	human	population	numbers.	For	
instance,	 participant	 EF!1	 muses	 thus:	 “…this	 idea	 that	 we	 have	 infinite	
resources,	 and	 going	 back	more	 into	 capitalism,	 this	 idea	 that	 profit	 is	 a	 good	
thing,	 that	 expansion	 and	 growth	 is	 a	 good	 thing…It’s	 that	 capitalism	 has	 to	
expand	in	order	to	survive…and	we	realize	that	we	live	on	a	finite	planet,	there’s	
an	automatic	contradiction	there.	You	can’t	expand	infinitely	on	a	finite	planet…”.	
Similarly,	 participant	 SSCS4	 notes	 that,	 “the	 problem	 is	 that	 this	 rampant	
neoliberal	form	of	capitalism	that	we	have	is	so	driven	by	the	top	1%	having	99%	
of	 the	 wealth,	 and	 doing	 essentially	 whatever	 they	 like	 to	 create	 profit	 for	
themselves	and	screwing	over	everybody	else,	is	what	I	would	count	as	the	main	
driver”.	 Similarly,	 participant	 EF!4	 emphatically	 designates	 capitalism	 as	 the	
primary	driver	of	ecological	decline,	referring	to	it	as	a	 ‘rotten	system’	wherein	
greed	 presides	 over	 everything	 else,	 including	 ethics,	 and	 consequently	 is	
“destroying	the	whole	world	and	oppressing	human	and	nonhuman	animals,	as	
well	as	the	whole	environment.”	Evident	from	most	of	the	activists	interviewed,	
as	well	as	 from	the	analysis	of	various	communiqués	and	articles	published	on	
each	 of	 their	 websites,	 is	 a	 shared	 conviction	 that	 the	 socio-ecological	
contradictions	of	capitalism	are	numerous,	particularly	due	to	its	need	to	expand	
exponentially,	that	it	serves	to	reinforce	hierarchy	and	oppression,	and	thus	that	
there	is	an	absolute	imperative	of	transcending	it.	

	
Numerous	 thinkers	 (Marx,	 1844;	 Schumacher,	 1973;	 Schnaiberg,	 1980;	

Bookchin,	1986;	Foster,	2000;	Plumwood,	2010;	Haraway,	Harvey,	2014;	Klein,	
2015;	Dawson,	2016),	in	addition	to	every	ecotopian	text	featured	in	the	analysis	
of	this	project	(Le	Guin,	1985;	Callenbach,	1975;	Huxley,	1962;	Robinson,	1990)	
have	pointed	specifically	to	the	rapacious	logic,	subsistence	patterns,	and	modes	
of	relationality	engendered	by	 industrial	capitalism-a	system	predicated	on	the	
profligate	consumption	of	energy	and	other	natural	resources	in	order	to	fuel	its	
maxims	 of	 ceaseless	 growth	 and	 profit	 maximization	 –	 as	 primary	 underlying	
causes	of	our	myriad	socio-ecological	troubles.	As	denoted	in	the	excerpt	above	
by	 participant	 SSCS4,	 over	 the	 last	 thirty	 years	 income	 growth	 for	 the	 bottom	
half	 of	 the	world’s	 inhabitants	 has	been	 zero	while	 the	 incomes	of	 the	world’s	



wealthiest	 1%	 have	 grown	 by	 a	 staggering	 300%	 (Piketty,	 2015).	 A	 recent	
OXFAM	 report	 (2017)	 similarly	 concluded	 that	 a	 mere	 eight	 individuals	 own	
more	 wealth	 than	 3.6	 billion	 of	 the	 world’s	 inhabitants	 through,	 among	 other	
sleights	 of	 hand,	 tax	 evasion	 and	 aggressive	 lobbying	 to	 drive	 down	 wages	
(Piketty,	 2017).	 Perhaps	 most	 insidious,	 however,	 is	 capitalism’s	 reduction	 of	
living	things	 to	mere	tradable	and	disposable	commodities,	wherein	animals	 in	
particular	serve	as	the	living	material	for	biotechnological	agriculture,	cosmetic	
and	pharmaceutical	industries,	and	related	profit-seeking	enterprises	(Braidotti,	
2009,	pg.	529).	The	earth	itself	is	thus	transformed	into	a	‘planetary	apparatus	of	
production’	 for	 the	hypercapitalist	accumulation	of	wealth	 (Braidotti,	2009,	pg.	
529).	The	mounting	social	and	biogeophysical	contradictions	of	capitalism	are	so	
numerous	 and	 severe	 that	 Žižek	 (2011)	 to	 presages	 that	 the	 global	 capitalist	
system	 is	 nearing	 an	 “apocalyptic	 zero-point”,	 wherein	 the	 four	 riders	 of	 this	
apocalypse	which	 include	 “the	ecological	 crisis,	 consequences	of	 the	biogenetic	
revolution,	 imbalances	 within	 the	 system	 itself	 (problems	 with	 intellectual	
property;	 forthcoming	 struggles	 over	 raw	 materials,	 food	 and	 water),	 and	
explosive	 growth	 of	 social	 divisions	 and	 exclusions”	 (pg.	 x)	 will	 force	 radical	
systemic	changes	upon	us.		

	
Other	key	themes	within	‘diagnostic	framing’	include	activist	perceptions	

of	media	bias	 and	manipulation	of	news	outlets	 as	 leading	 to	 a	 general	 lack	of	
public	awareness	of	 the	crises	at	hand,	a	perceived	 ‘apathy’	 towards	ecological	
decline	on	behalf	of	the	general	populace	which	the	activists	attribute	to	media	
bias	and	manipulation	by	mainstream	news	outlets6,	entrenched	patriarchal	and	
colonial	 attitudes	 prevalent	 amongst	 the	wider	 society	 as	well	 as	 amongst	 key	
institutions	 and	 governments,	 and	 crucially,	 the	 widespread	 pervasiveness	 of	
anthropocentric	 orientations	 towards	 the	 natural	 world.	 Regarding	 the	 latter,	
participant	SSMT	observes,	“We	need	to	eradicate	the	[human-animal]	hierarchy	
first	 and	 foremost…we	 just	 need	 to	 stop	 seeing	 ourselves	 as	 lords	 over	 the	
universe,	or	even	stewards	of	 the	earth,	but	 just	 like	one	part	of	 the	cosmos	as	
anything	 else”.	 In	 other	 words,	 activists	 frequently	 problematize	 what	 they	
perceive	 to	 be	 the	 pervasiveness	 of	 anthropocentric	 onto-epistemological	
orientations	 towards	 the	 natural	world	 and	 emphasize	 the	 need	 for	 a	 societal	
bioegalitarian	 paradigm	 shift	 that	 would	 posit	 all	 living	 beings	 as	 possessing	
equal	 and	 inherent	 value	 (Naess,	 1973).	 A	 similarly	 predominant	 sub-theme	
within	 the	 broader	 theme	 of	 ‘limits	 to	 growth’	 is	 that	 of	 the	 Neo-Malthusian	
concern	regarding	the	growth	of	human	populations	(SSN)	as	being	incompatible	
with	the	‘finite	nature’	of	our	planet.	Most	activists	espoused	the	notion	that	with	
burgeoning	 human	 numbers	 come	 increased	 ecological	 additions	 and	
withdrawals	which	are	further	exacerbated	under	the	socioeconomic	inequities	
within	 capitalism	 modes	 of	 production	 and	 consumption	 (Schnaiberg,	 1980),	
resulting	 in	generally	 fewer	viable	habitats	 for	 the	 flourishing	of	other	 species.	
The	population	question	also	features	frequently	in	ecotopian	texts,	as	evinced	in	

																																																								
6	A	similar	sentiment	is	expressed	in	Dr.	Robert’s	remark	to	protagonist	and	
visitor	Will	Farnaby	in	Huxley’s	Island	(2005):	“I	remember	how	shocked	I	was	
the	first	time	I	read	one	of	your	big-circulation	newspapers.	The	bias	of	the	
headlines,	the	systematic	one-sidedness	of	the	reporting	and	the	commentaries,	
the	catchwords	and	slogans	instead	of	argument”	(pg.	148).	



Huxley’s	 Island	 (2005)	 regarding	 the	 ecotopian	 society	 of	 Pala,	 wherein,	
“Electricity	 minus	 heavy	 industry	 plus	 birth	 control	 equals	 democracy	 and	
plenty”	 (pg.	 144).	 In	 this	 telling	 excerpt,	 an	 allusion	 is	made	 to	 the	 commonly	
held	 notion	 that	 extreme	 inequities	 in	 access	 to	 resources	 coupled	 with	
burgeoning	 populations	 ultimately	 leads	 to	 ecological	 collapse	 (Boyce,	 1994),	
and	 that	 ideally	 some	 degree	 of	 technological	 advancement,	 a	 population	 size	
that	 is	 suited	 to	a	particular	 region’s	 ecological	 constraints,	 as	well	 as	minimal	
levels	 of	 socioeconomic	 inequality	 constitute	 the	 recipe	 for	 a	 resilient	 socio-
ecological	order.	
	
	
Key	Elements	of	Ecotopia	as	Depicted	by	Activists	and	in	Ecotopian	Texts:	

	
A	 number	 of	 activists	 initially	 expressed	 apprehension	 at	 the	 word	

‘utopian’,	 conceiving	 the	notion	 in	 a	 similar	manner	 to	 that	 prevalent	 amongst	
laymen’s	 and	 some	 academic	 circles	 as	 rigidly	 detailed	 blueprints	 of	 perfect	
worlds	 devoid	 of	 change	 (Gray,	 2007;	 Popper,	 2012).	 However,	 further	
elucidation	 of	 the	 sense	 in	 which	 I	 employ	 the	 term-	 a	 force	 for	 critique	 and	
imaginative	 projection	 of	 alternatives	 rather	 than	 rigid	 blueprinting-	 elicited	
more	 favourable	 responses.	Overwhelmingly,	 the	 activists	 interviewed	 thus	 far	
thoroughly	 exhibit	 the	 aforementioned	 key	 characteristics	 of	 the	 utopian	
imaginary.	 For	 instance,	 EF!	 UK’s	 2017	 summer	 gathering,	 a	 spatial	
manifestation	of	an	ecotopian	order,	was	championed	as	“a	chance	to	act	out	our	
vision:	 organizing	 non-hierarchically,	 supporting	 each	 other,	 celebrating	
diversity	within	 community,	 living	 sustainably	 and	a	DIY	 culture	 that	 supports	
both	individual	responsibility	and	collective	action,	that	builds	trust,	mutual	aid,	
respect	 and	 community”	 (EF!,	 2017).	 The	 gathering	 was	 marked	 by	 palpable	
utopian	undercurrents	wherein	numerous	activities	and	workshops	such	as	one	
entitled,	 ‘Seeing	 Beyond	 the	 Crises:	 The	 Role	 of	 Speculative	 Fiction’,	 featured	
concerted	attempts	at	clearly	conceptualizing	and	enacting	alternate	visions	for	a	
socio-ecologically	 resilient	 order	 within	 the	 present.	 Solidarity,	 direct	
participation,	 fluidity,	 autonomy,	 and	 active	 strivings	 against	 oppressive	
hierarchies	of	any	sort	were	the	guiding	organizing	principles	at	the	event	as	at	
all	 others.	 The	 site’s	 collective	 (all-vegan)	 kitchen,	 theatre,	 arts,	 childcare,	 and	
toilet	 spaces	 were	 run	 by	 all	 who	 were	 present	 in	 an	 effort	 to	 continuously	
challenge	power	relations	and	hierarchies,	hence	their	key	dictum,	 ‘everyone	is	
crew’.	 Similarly,	 the	 main	 informative	 pamphlet	 handed	 out	 at	 the	 gathering	
emphasized	 the	 need	 to	 “unlearn	 our	 shit	 and	 educate	 ourselves”	 in	 order	 to	
“create	the	better	world	that	we	all	know	is	possible”	(EF!	2017,	pg.	7).	Numerous	
examples	 such	 as	 these	 lend	 validity	 to	 the	 notion	 that	 such	 groups	 and	 their	
modes	 of	 relationality,	 deep	 ecological	 worldviews,	 and	 daily	 strivings	 make	
them	 contemporary,	 living	 embodiments	 of	 Ecotopia	 despite	 initial	 scepticism	
regarding	use	of	the	term	‘utopia’.	
	
On	the	Structure	of	Ecotopia	
	

“I	do	see	the	concept	of	an	ideal	future	in	smaller	communities”	(JB).	
	



	 Among	the	leading	investigative	queries	guiding	this	project	are,	what	are	
the	activists’	visions	for	an	ecotopian	future?	How	would	the	basic	structures	of	
society	be	reconstructed?	How	would	human-animal-nature	relations	take	shape	
in	this	new	society?	The	aversion	to	closedness	around	a	particular	set	of	ideals	
and	celebration	of	irreducible	difference	that	characterizes	the	contemporary	
‘heterotopia’	must	similarly	not	descend	into	a	‘pathologiocal	pluralism’	that	
ultimately	fails	to	critique	the	now	and	to	direct	one	in	a	direction	towards	better	
worlds	(Levitas,	2003,	pg.	148).		Key	themes	across	data	sets	have	surfaced	thus	
far	and	include	calls	for	decentralized,	anti-hierarchical,	egalitarian	eco-
communities	with	stable-state	economies.	At	least	some	controls	on	population	
would	be	in	place,	though	upheld	through	new	social	mores	and	an	emergent	
ecological	consciousness	rather	than	imposed	from	without.	Otherwise,	there	
would	be	an	encouragement	of	a	plurality	of	socio-cultural	mores	and	modes	of	
life	provided	that	they	don’t	transgress	certain	‘moral	absolutes’	such	as	
prohibitions	against	killing	other	humans	and	animals	(though	it	is	unclear	
precisely	how	transgressors	would	be	dealt	with).	On	the	topic	of	socio-cultural	
mores,	an	intriguing	theme	prevalent	throughout	ecotopian	texts	as	well	as	in	
activist	interviews	is	an	aversion	to	established	religious	doctrines,	particularly	
of	the	Judeo-Christian	tradition.	In	Huxley’s	Island	(2005),	for	instance,	the	
Palanese	have	“no	established	church,	and	our	religion	stresses	immediate	
experience	and	deplores	belief	in	unverifiable	dogmas	and	the	emotions	which	
that	belief	inspires”	(pg.	146).		Many	activists	similarly	expressed	a	profound	
disillusionment	with	organized	religion.	Echoing	the	sentiments	expressed	in	
Island,	participant	SSN	notes	her	lack	of	belief	in	the	“angry	sky	fairy”	and	what	
she	and	many	other	activists	perceive	to	be	orthodox	religion’s	problematic	
reliance	on	external	motivators	(threat	of	eternal	damnation	and/or	reward	of	
salvation)	for	guiding	moral	action.	A	particular	contention	was	with	the	deeply	
anthropocentric	elements	prevalent	in	Judeo-Christian	belief	systems	such	as	the	
assertion	that	animals	and	the	natural	world	were	created	by	God	to	be	used	and	
exploited	by	humans	at	will7	(White,	1967).	Always	Coming	Home’s	(1980)	
protagonist,	Stone	Telling,	muses	that	through	such	notions	one	commits	the	
fatal	error	of	setting	oneself	apart	from	all	existence,	washing	it	from	our	minds	
and	souls,	and	thus	‘killing	the	world’	(Pg.	201).		
	

Voices	of	the	radical	environmental	movement	overwhelmingly	call	for	
the	establishment	of	decentralized	and	small-scale	eco-communities	that	will	in	
turn	foster	the	development	of	a	more	harmonious	and	socio-ecologically	
resilient	world.	Indeed,	intentional	communities	such	as	the	famed	19th-century	
utopian	commune	in	Massachusetts,	Brook	Farm,	of	which	Nathaniel	Hawthorne	
was	briefly	a	member	(Preucel	&	Pendery,	2006),	as	well	as	a	multiplicity	of	
contemporary	intentional	communities	(Sargisson,	2002)	such	as	the	Transition	
Towns	movement,	feature	small-scale	and	decentralized	socio-ecological	
associations.	In	addition	to	being	more	ecologically	sustainable,	smaller	
communities,	denotes	participant	EF!JB,	promote	a	sense	of	intimacy	among	
individuals	that	is	essential	for	direct-participation	and	the	maintenance	of	social	

																																																								
7	Indeed,	subsequent	empirical	studies,	most	notably	Schultz	et	al’s	(2000)	
multinational	investigation	of	biblical	literalist’s	orientations	towards	the	natural	
world	have	found	them	to	be	overwhelmingly	anthropocentric.		



solidarity:	“I	can’t	really	see	massive	communities	working	in	harmony	eco-
politically	speaking,	because	when	there’s	loads	of	people	in	one	community,	
there’s	a	lot	of	discrepancies,	and	critical	thinking	is	very	important,	but	also	
reaching	a	standpoint	at	which	more	or	less	everybody	would	agree	is	also	very	
important	for	a	community	to	not	vanish	or	break	to	pieces”.	While	none	of	the	
activists	have	yet	offered	precise	observations	on	such	details	as	ideal	
distributions	of	income	and	resources	in	their	visions	of	Ecotopia,	their	
staunchly	anti-capitalist	sentiments	and	repudiation	of	the	excessive	inequality	
that	exists	within	contemporary	neoliberal	capitalism	suggest	a	preference	for	a	
radically	egalitarian	social	order.	Participant	EF!3,	for	instance,	envisions	a	
society	wherein	the	‘fetishization	of	work’	will	be	relegated	to	the	past:	“People	
are	working	40-hour	weeks,	and	really,	three	days	a	week	should	be	enough,	and	
we	need	to	perhaps	automate	what	we	can,	and	you	need	a	universal	basic	
income,	appreciation	of	jobs	like	nursing	and	caring	jobs	which	are	very	poorly	
paid,	and	a	realignment	of	what’s	really	useful	to	society”.	Bankers,	politicians,	
and	lawyers	are	among	the	professions	most	frequently	noted	as	necessarily	
fading	into	irrelevance	and	obscurity	with	the	emergence	of	Ecotopia	
(Callenbach,	1975;	Huxley,	1967;	Robinson,	1990).		

	
EF!3’s	sentiments	echo	similar	ideas	expressed	in	more	classic	utopian	

works,	such	as	in	Bellamy’s	Looking	Backwards	(1888)	wherein	people	are	
required	to	enter	the	workforce	at	age	twenty-five,	retire	at	forty,	and	work	only	
twenty-five-hour-weeks,	leaving	ample	time	for	leisure,	creative	and	intellectual	
pursuits,	travel,	and	socialization.	The	ecotopian	society	featured	in	Huxley’s	
Island	(2005)	is	described	as	a	federation	of	small-scale	self-governing	units	
wherein	no	denizen	is	permitted	to	become	“more	than	four	or	five	times	as	rich	
as	the	average”	(pg.	146).	Similarly,	in	Robinson’s	Pacific	Edge	(1990),	citizens	of	
El	Modena	are	taxed	more	heavily	as	they	approach	the	system’s	personal	
income	cap,	and	funds	amassed	therefrom	are	used	in	order	to	support	local	
services,	while	corporations	that	attempt	to	syphon	their	wealth	to	off-shore	tax	
havens	have	their	assets	seized	and	redistributed	within	local	communities	(Pg.	
91).	Similarly,	in	the	society	depicted	in	Callenbach’s	Ecotopia	(1975)	
corporations	and	all	productive	enterprises,	composed	non-hierarchically	by	
equal	partners	rather	than	high-earning	executives	and	underpaid	employees,	
are	taxed	according	to	their	respective	levels	of	earnings.	Ecotopia’s	government	
more	generally	implements	long-range	economic	policies	which	call	for	
“diversification	and	decentralization	of	production	in	each	city	and	region”	(pg.	
8).	Likewise,	Ecotopia’s	food	production	systems	are	designed	on	a	‘stable-state’	
basis	wherein	plastics	are	derived	from	living	biological	sources	such	as	plants	
and	the	production	of	non-biodegradable	is	severely	restricted	(Pg.	83).	All	food	
waste,	sewage,	and	garbage	are	“to	be	turned	into	fertilizer	and	applied	to	the	
land,	where	it	would	again	enter	into	the	food	production	cycle”,	and	recycling	is	
compulsory	(Pg.	18-20).	The	strikingly	similar	visions	put	forth	by	activists	and	
ecotopian	works	suggest	the	intriguing	existence	of	common	threads	pervading	
ecotopian	visions	that	transcend	space,	time,	and	genres.		
	
Human-Animal-Nature	Relations	in	Ecotopia:	Towards	a	Bioegalitarian	Ethic?	
	



“I	can	still	remember,	as	a	boy,	the	rejoicings	over	the	closing	of	the	last	
slaughterhouse”	(Wells,	1905,	pg.	192).	

	
	

One	intriguing	distinction	or	gradation,	rather,	between	the	activists’	
visions	of	alternate	socio-ecological	arrangements	and	those	envisioned	in	the	
aforementioned	texts	is	that	many	of	the	former	particularly	emphasize	the	need	
for	a	fundamental	shift	in	how	we	perceive	and	relate	to	non-human	species.	The	
activists	variably	describe	themselves	as	staunchly	anti-anthropocentric	and	‘at	
the	extreme	end	of	ecocentrism’	(EF!2),	emphasizing	that	non-human	species	
should	be	treated	as	inherently	valuable	with	an	equal	right	to	life	and	the	
maximization	of	their	potential,	not	as	human	property.	The	activists’	willingness	
to	adopt	virtually	any	means	necessary	in	order	to	protect	other	species	from	
harm	seems	influenced	by	a	complex	array	of	underlying	motivations,	most	
notably	their	deep	ecological	(Naess,	1973)	worldviews,	an	expressed	sense	of	
duty	to	intervene	when	an	injustice	is	being	committed	against	others,	and	a	
powerful	sense	of	urgency	engendered	by	the	precipitously	declining	state	of	the	
natural	world	and	our	coevolutionary	counterparts.	The	concept	of	Biospheric	
altruism,	which	is	composed	of	three	different	dimensions:	emotional	(feelings	of	
sadness	when	a	valued	habitat	or	animal	are	killed),	cognitive	(judgments	that	it	
is	wrong	to	destroy	our	natural	counterparts),	and	philosophical	(the	conviction	
that	all	of	nature	has	intrinsic	value)	(Kopnina,	2012,	pg.	248),	adeptly	
encapsulates	the	activists’	worldviews	and	motivations.	In	their	ruminations	and	
interactions,	one	can	detect	a	continuous	and	active	striving	towards	the	
eradication	of	all	traces	of	anthropocentric	orientations	towards	the	human-
animal-nature	dialectic,	where	it	is	hoped	that	humans	shall	exhibit	a	generally	
enhanced	awareness	of	and	respect	for	agentic	non-human	‘others’,	and	wherein	
humans	will	“no	longer	throw	the	spider	out	of	the	house”	but	will	“learn	to	
coexist	with	other	species”	(SS4).	Furthermore,	all	envision	some	variant	of	a	
global	interconnected	system	of	nature	preserves	and/or	mass	rewilding	
projects	for	the	creation	of	spaces	where	the	planet’s	millions	of	species	will	be	
able	to	flourish.	

	
Some	activists,	however,	seem	to	exhibit	a	complete	inversion	of	the	

traditional	human-animal	hierarchy	(Mullin,	1999;	Braidotti,	2009),	driven	in	
part	by	misanthropic	perceptions	among	some	activists	of	humanity	as	a	species	
of	purportedly	marginal	ecological	significance	yet	responsible	for	so	much	
ecological	devastation.	Paul	Watson,	for	instance,	remarks	on	the	ecological	
superiority	of	other	species	relative	to	humans:	“we’re	less	important	than	pretty	
much	a	lot	of	the	other	species	that	are	absolutely	imperative	for	maintaining	life	
on	this	planet,	like	phytoplankton	for	instance,	like,	you	know,	insects,	trees,	
bacteria”.	Participant	SSMT	echoes	similar	sentiments,	noting	quite	starkly	that,	
“if	it	came	down	to	choosing	between	a	human	and	a	non-human	species…I	
would	always,	always	choose	the	non-human	species.	I	mean,	I	don’t	hold	one	
more	valuable	than	the	other,	and	in	some	ways	I	would	hold	a	human	life	
slightly	less	because,	from	a	survival	standpoint,	I’m	not	necessary”.	In	such	
examples,	in	the	problematic	localization	of	a	species’	value	in	the	ecological	role	
that	it	fulfils	rather	than	by	virtue	of	the	fact	that	it’s	a	living	organism	
(biocentrism),	and	therefore	concluding	that	one	species	is	less	significant	than	



another	in	this	respect,	doesn’t	eradicate	the	traditional	human-animal	hierarchy	
so	much	as	problematically	reinstitute	it	along	different	lines.	However,	
generally	the	activists	exhibit	a	radically	anti-anthropocentric	and	bioegalitarian	
orientation	which	seeks	to	fundamentally	reconstruct	human-animal	relations	
along	more	harmonious	and	anti-hierarchical	lines.	Many	of	them	don’t	see	the	
‘human’	as	separate	from,	inferior	or	superior	to	natural	‘others’	but	continually	
emphasize	that	we	are	nature,	we	are	animals	(EF!2).	Despite	occasional	
tensions	and	incongruities,	what	makes	radical	green	activists	in	particular	of	
such	value	for	investigating	alternate	socio-ecological	arrangements	is	that	they	
don’t	seek	merely	to	reconstruct	socioeconomic	systems	along	ecologically	
harmonious	lines	but	also	the	ways	in	which	we	perceive	and	relate	to	‘non-
human’	others.		

	
Come	among	the	deer	on	the	hill,	the	fish	in	the	river,	the	quail	in	the	meadows.	You	
can	take	them,	you	can	eat	them,	like	you	they	are	food.	They	are	with	you,	not	for	
you…Come	hunt,	it	is	yourself	you	hunt.	Come	gather	yourself	from	the	grass,	the	

branch,	the	earth.	Walk	here,	sleep	well,	on	ground	that	is	not	yours,	but	is	yourself”	
(Le	Guin,	1980,	Pg.	77).	

	
	While	substantially	more	harmonious	human-animal	nature	relations	are	

depicted	in	the	ecotopian	texts	under	analysis,	Island	(1962),	Pacific	Edge	
(1990),	and	Always	Coming	Home	(1980),	animal	agriculture,	hunting,	and	the	
use	of	animals	to	meet	human	needs	and	desires	in	some	form	still	persist.	In	
Always	Coming	Home	(1980),	the	Kesh’s	animistic	cosmological	system	posits	
stones	as	containing	worlds	in	themselves	and	rivers	as	exhibiting	a	powerful,	
purposive	agency.	The	Kesh’s	aversion	to	the	concept	of	ownership	(see	quote	
above),	and	the	vibrant	animism	which	pervades	their	language	and	modes	of	
relationality,	have	led	them	to	substitute	the	word	‘pet’,	with	its	‘patronizing	and	
condescending	overtones’,	with	the	word	commensal	which	denotes	‘people	
living	together’	(Pg.	419).	Nevertheless,	deer	and	quail	are	hunted,	and	domestic	
animals	such	as	sheep	are	kept	and	used	for	various	purposes8.	In	Callenbach’s	
Ecotopia	(1975),	though	trees	are	often	referred	to	as	‘brother	tree’	and	cattle,	no	
longer	confined	within	the	sunless	abysses	of	factory	farms,	roam	freely	
throughout	the	countryside,	they	are	still	regarded	matter-of-factly	as	sources	of	
food	for	human	consumption.	In	Island	(1962),	while	unbounded	interactions	
and	intimate	co-habitations	between	humans	and	non-humans	are	the	norm,	
wherein	the	very	concept	of	animal	ownership	is	subtly	undermined	by	such	
statements	as,	“the	mynahs	[local	bird	species]	are	like	the	electric	light…they	
don’t	belong	to	anyone”	(Huxley,	2005,	pg.	15),	animals	such	as	chickens	and	fish	
unquestioningly	remain	categorized	as	‘food’.	In	contrast,	the	activists’	thorough	
problematization	of	notions	of	animal	ownership,	particularly	through	their	
frequent	though	not	uncontested	emphases	on	veganism	as	a	desirable	feature	of	
ecotopia,	constitute	even	more	radical	conceptualizations	of	Ecotopia	than	many	
offered	in	the	texts.	What’s	more,	the	desire	for	a	large-scale	shift	towards	
veganism	is	founded	on	more	than	merely	ethical	considerations,	as	industrial	

																																																								
8	Rather	than	a	symbol	of	passive	stupidity	and	blind	obedience,	sheep	in	the	
Valley	where	the	Kesh	reside	are	“regarded	with	a	kind	of	affectionate	awe,	as	an	
intrinsically	mysterious	being”	(Le	Guin,	1980,	pg.	414).		



factory	farming	is	among	the	principal	drivers	of	anthropogenic	climate	change,	
pollution,	deforestation,	and	species	loss	(Hoekstra	et	al,	2014;	Machovina	et	al,	
2015).	The	question	that	remains	a	point	of	contention	is	whether	or	not	the	
complete	elimination	of	hunting/small-scale	animal	agriculture	is	necessary,	
feasible,	or	even	desirable	from	an	ethical	as	well	as	an	ecological	standpoint.		
	
Envisioning	and	Enacting	Ecotopia	
	
The	utopian	imaginary	in	its	myriad	manifestations	has	often	surfaced	most	
forcefully	during	times	of	considerable	social,	economic,	political,	and	
environmental	upheaval,	as	evinced	by	the	greatest	historical	proliferation	of	
utopian	literary	works	(nearly	100)	between	1875	and	1905	following	the	
momentous	changes	and	perturbations	wrought	by	the	industrial	revolution	and	
spread	of	capitalism	(Moylan,	1986;	Wheen,	2005,	pg.	xvi;	Kumar,	2003,	pg.	68).	
Similarly,	the	upsurge	in	awareness	of	burgeoning	of	ecological	crises	from	the	
1970s	onward	saw	a	resurgence	of	utopian	writing	(Barnhill,	2012),	particularly	
the	publication	of	critical	ecotopias	and	utopian	works	featuring	ecotopian	
themes	(Le	Guin,	1974;	1985).	The	present	socio-ecological	predicament,	made	
evident	by	such	morbid	symptoms	(Gramsci,	1971)	as	the	intensifying	social	
dislocations	of	an	ever	more	unequal	socioeconomic	order,	climatic	
perturbations,	and	the	systematic	eradication	of	our	planet’s	life	forms,	has	made	
strikingly	apparent	the	profound	inadequacies	of	the	present.	Thus,	renowned	
and	late	social	ecologist	Murray	Bookchin’s	(1980)	observation	that	the	
mounting	ecological	crises	of	our	time	have	rendered	the	creation	of	an	ecotopia	
based	on	ecological	principles	a	necessity	if	our	species	and	millions	of	others	
are	to	survive	(pg.	85).		Therefore,	the	in-depth	examination	of	ecotopia	in	its	
myriad	extant	and	potential	manifestations	is	of	the	essence,	which	is	what	the	
project	on	which	this	paper	is	based	has	set	out	to	do.	The	striking	continuities	
that	have	surfaced	across	ecotopian	literary	and	movement	manifestations-	
decentralized	eco-communities,	considerable	strides	towards	egalitarian	
relations	between	humans,	animals,	and	the	natural	world,	ecologically	sensitive	
modes	of	consumption	and	production-	constitute	intriguing	findings	in	their	
own	right.	Most	importantly,	however,	though	much	remains	unresolved	and	
difficulties	in	enacting	alternative	worlds	undoubtedly	abound,	the	increasingly	
unanimous	visions	of	a	vastly	more	harmonious	and	resilient	socio-ecological	
order	become	a	moral	as	well	as	survival	imperative	with	each	passing	day.		
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