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	Context-oriented Literary Criticism: Ecocriticism  


A. Emergence and Definitions of Ecocriticism
The word ‘ecocriticism’ itself was first used in 1978 by the critic William Rueckert in his essay ‘Literature and Ecology: An Experiment in Ecocriticism’ and there now exists an established body of work focused on ecocriticism. Early ecocritical approaches focus on the role of the environment in literature, an interest that can be taken back as far as Raymond Williams’s The Country and the City (1973). It is concerned with how literature represents the environment and how this might contribute to understanding the environmental crises of the contemporary world. Recent ecocriticism has moved beyond the concern for the environment to questions about the human as a part of the ecosystem. 

B. Basic Assumptions
1. Ecocritics believe that human culture is related to the physical world.
2. Ecocriticism assumes that all life forms are interlinked. Ecocriticism expands the notion of “the world” to include the entire ecosphere.
3. Moreover, there is a definite link between nature and culture, where the literary treatment, representation and “thematisation” of land and nature influence actions on the land.
4. Joseph Meeker in an early work, The Comedy of Survival: Studies in Literary Ecology (1972) used the term “literary ecology” to refer to “the study of biological themes and relationships which appear in literary works. It is simultaneously an attempt to discover what roles have been played by literature in the ecology of the human species.”

C. The death of nature
Early ecocritical responses tend to posit culture and nature as binary opposites, the former being a human-made world of ideas and built spaces, the latter being a tangible physical space that we can locate, rooted in plant and carbon-based forms. That it is hard, in fact, to describe the latter without using the word ‘natural’ or ‘nature’ shows how powerful this opposition has become. Later ecocriticism, however, has complicated the idea of nature by suggesting that it is itself a human-made construction – a kind of ideal space imagined in opposition to the human world. Although this comes much closer to poststructuralist thinking than earlier ecocritical work, it still puts forward the idea that there is a real, physical space that is more than just imagined or conceived of through language. 
D. Ecology of Thought
Like postcolonial criticism and feminism, then, ecocriticism can be seen as part of a wave of theories that returns us to the materiality of the world and asks us to think about literature’s relationship to that materiality. In this respect, ecocriticism is about much more than the environment. Anthony Paul Smith (2013), heavily influenced by the French philosopher François Laruelle’s non-philosophy, defines this approach as an ‘ecology of thought’. By this he means not simply to think about the environment but to take this as an invitation to think differently.
Ecocriticism is a thought exercise, quite different from engaging in an ecological literary criticism focused on tracing environmental themes in literary works or establishing the influence of literature on ecological thinking. Rather than restricting itself to these spheres, the power of ecocriticism lies in its disruptive, questioning possibilities. Smith argues that these have the potential to revise the fields of philosophy and theology. They might also, however, equally offer the opportunity to shape any field of theory concerned with the idea of human and identity politics. In this context the environment is not the essential part of the theory: it is, instead, a contributor to its development.

E. Critiquing the human

It is this relationship to the human, however, that is the value of ecological thinking to identity politics. Thinking through the environment strikes at the core of definitions of the human, which are implicated in thinking about racial, gendered and disabled identities in particular. To invoke an ecological way of thinking in the service of identity politics is to recognize ecocritique with the potential to create new modes of identity. Smith argues that it is only this kind of ecological thought that can counter the recourse to humanism that exists in even the most radical contemporary philosophy.
For other ecocritics, ecological thought has an explicitly political function. Bruno Latour (2004), for example, sees ecological crises as central to political crises – borne out in the events of the Arab Spring, for example, which environmentalists have argued were in part driven by climate change. For Latour, it is not enough simply to reconcile humanity and nature: there must be a radical rethinking of the very idea of nature and its relation to questions of politics. Understanding the non-human, Latour argues, means having to engage in a democratic process of equal rights. The result of this means an acceptance of democracy more generally as ethical government. More widely, it means a commitment to a genuine and inclusive democracy.

F. Ambient Poetics vs. Anthropocentrism

Timothy Morton in Ecology without Nature (2009) makes a call for what he calls an ‘ambient poetics’: a way in which the form of narrative may suggest a particular, open and expansive relationship to nature. Central to ambient poetics, for Morton, is what he terms ecomimesis: a scrupulous attention to the environment instead of the person. In its weakest form, this mimesis exists whenever a place is described; when a writer engages with landscape and place, they shift the reader’s focus away from their anthropocentrism.  With anthropocentrism, we consider how humans place themselves at the center pretty much everything and how this is reflected in literary texts. In contrast, biocentrism is where instead of centering humans, we center life.  In a stronger form, ambient poetics gives literature a profound ambience, a deep sense of place and ‘situatedness’. It transforms representation. Morton describes this as a process where place is not simply copied but, rather, is remade as a ‘compelling illusion’. This means that fiction that engages with the ecocritical cannot be straightforwardly realist.

G. Becoming Animal

The ecocritical focus on the human can also be seen as an extension of the posthuman project, in that it asks questions about the relationships between humans, animals and the environment. It therefore takes ideas such as Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s (1987) and Rosi Braidotti’s (2013) ‘becoming animal’ and Brian Massumi’s concept of ‘playing animality’ (2014) and considers how these ideas might shape our understanding of literature. A key philosophical engagement with the animal comes in Derrida’s essay ‘The Animal that Therefore I Am (More to Follow)’ (2002). In this essay, Derrida describes how the encounter with a cat (or any animal) asks us to consider our own body. Naked in front of the cat, his embarrassment distinguishes him from the animal, whose nakedness does not exist because an animal has never thought to dress itself: in ‘nature’ there is no nudity. In the encounter with the animal, Derrida declares, we come to see the absolute other, and to think what it means for that other to look at us.

H. Most Frequent Questions

1. How is nature represented in the text?

2. What is the relationship between humans and the environment?

3. How does the text reflect environmental concerns or crises?

4. What values or ideologies about nature does the text promote?

5. How is language used to describe the non-human world?

6. Are there silenced or marginalised natural voices or spaces?

7. Does the text invite empathy with nature, critical awareness of ecological damage, or reinforce a human-centered (anthropocentric) worldview?

Conclusion

In particular, ecocriticism ask questions about anthropocentrism – the way in which human thinking is centred on the human subject and how this shapes our perspective on the world and our treatment of it. One of the most significant developments in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century has been the emergence of ecocriticism as a new transdisciplinary paradigm in literary and cultural studies. In a most general sense, ecocriticism represents a response of the humanities to the environmental crisis which modern civilization has brought about in its uncontrolled economic and technological expansionism.[image: image1.png]
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