






















areas of desertification. Rarely .if ever does big­
ger mean bigger rainforests, bigger wetlands 
and other habitats for nonhuman animal species, 
and bigger bio-regions that are not specifically 
human artifacts' (Bennett and Sylvan 1988, 
156). Bigger consumption means bigger mess. 

Self-realization and voluntary simplicity 
may have been derived from Tao, but the issue 
of human overpopulation was not. Tao is silent 
on the issue. In the halcyon days of Tao, human 
overpopulation was not a problem. The then ex­
isting human population did not overfill and 
overrun its niche, nor overutilise its resource 
base. Now, from an ecological perspective, an 
expanding human population ranks among the 
greatest of environmental threats, for it is bound 
up with most major environmental problems 
(inter alia rates of consumption, inappropriate 
technologies, pollution, and extinction of 
species) but it is a relatively recent problem, i.e., 
with the last two hundred years. 

It is senseless to contemplate ecological sus­
tainability without addressing human over­
population. Human fertility can outstrip the 
possibility of ecological sustainability. The ex­
ponential growth of human population can out­
strip the capacity of natural resources to sustain 
our species, let alone most others, whom 
humans would surely sacrifice before themsel­
ves. Population growth will generate increasing 
demands for goods like food . grains, fishery 
products, wood, minerals, and water. To make 
matters worse, these will generally be obtained 
in ways destructive and exploitative of the en­
vironment. To have ecological sustainability 
the earth must have an ecologically sustainable 
human population. 

Deep Ecologists consider two counter­
measures to faunal and environmental destruc­
tion: reduction of the human population, and 
adoption and implementation of Deep Ecology's 
departure formulations, or some other set of 
principles that give rise to a heightened ecologi­
cal consciousness. Besides attempting to 
preserve the environment, another course of ac­
tion is to reduce the threat of devastation by 
reducing demands placed on the environment by 
a rapidly expanding human population. There 
is an inversely proportional relationship be­
tween these countermeasures. The larger the 
human population the more urgent it is to super­
sede environmentally insensitive policies with 
ecologically-inspired and sensitive policies. 
Conversely, the lower the human population 

9 

(then theoretically) the more likely that human 
devastation of the environment can be contained 
without the immediate adoption of deep ecologi­
cal principles. Naess states, 'The flourishing of 
human life and cultures is compatible with a 
substantial decrease of the human population. 
The flourishing of non-human life requires such 
a decrease' (Naess 1984, 4). 

Among the most frequent misrepresentations 
of Deep Ecology or for that matter any call for 
a reduction of in the size of the human popula­
tion are the charges of crude eco-brutalism or 
genocide. Deep Ecology's call for a reduction 
in the size of the human population is neither a 
call for eco-brutalism nor genocide. First, the 
loss of any species including humans is a 
tragedy devoutly to be avoided. If, for no other 
reason, a decrease in diversity is contrary to 
Deep Ecological principles. For Deep Ecology, 
there is a core democracy in the ecosphere. 
Massive reduction in human numbers would 
very likely enhance diversity in most habitats, 
because threatened species would have an op­
portunity to recover and because species with 
restricted distributions could spread out again. 
The nonhuman environment cannot sustain, nor 
be expected to continue to sustain, the increas­
ing rates of population growth; and the problems 
cannot be resolved unless the rate of growth and 
the population growth cease altogether. 
Second, despite ludicrous misrepresentations of 
Deep Ecology by people like a San Francisco 
journalist, Christopher Reed, no violence is im­
plied. Reed talks of the ecological movement 
containing 'hysterical extremism in a manner 
nastily reminiscent of Hitler's volk-ism', thus 
equating Deep EcolO¥Y to a kind of 
'environmental Nazism' (R\!ed 1988, 3). The 
decrease in numbers should be through natural 
attrition and negative population growth among 
other things, but not violent methods. Although 
not stated as a principle, non-violence is an im­
plicit norm common to most Deep Ecologists. It 
is violence against the environment which Deep 
Ecologists wish to change; they do not wish to 
perpetuate violence to do it. 

Maintaining the current growth economy 
mania is more likely to produce violence, eco­
brutalism, and genocide. Population dynamics 
predict a decline in the human population will 
occur anyway. In other species overpopulation 
leads to population crashes where the popula­
tion 'falls to around one-third the original level 
and it does it fast' (Taylor 1970, 227). First, a 



population explosion occurs when the methods 
of regulation break down or as in the case of 
human population are suspended through tech­
nology and social artifice. Then a decline or 
crash occurs when the population exceeds its 
resources or stress sets in. Although an artifi­
cially high human population (or the popula­
tions of other species, if humans so chose) can 
be supported by technology and redistribution 
of resources, the inevitable while postponed is 
nonetheless inevitable. Even the postponement 
of the inevitable by technology comes with the 
caveat that the more people the world carries the 
more care must be taken about what is done with 
technology and its by-products (see Flannery 
and Conlon 1989). Furthermore, it is interest­
ing to note that while technology and redistribu­
tion may keep the wolf from the door (at least 
for the affluent who can afford doors), social 
and environmental stress will most likely set in 
first and there is little or nothing that technology 
can do about that. 

To return to Tao for a moment, although Tao 
is silent on the issue of population, it is not use­
less in addressing the population problem. The 
idea of harmony with nature in Tao implies that 
a human population level incompatible with or 
overly stressful on the capacity of nature to 
provide is contrary to the import of Tao. Recall 
the metaphor of the chef cutting with the grain 
of the meat and along the bone rather than across 
it. The chef is in harmony with her/his resour­
ces. While overpopulation was not an issue for 
Tao, disharmony was. Overpopulation is an ex­
ample of disharmony par excellence. It cuts 
across the bones of ecological sustainability. 

The richness of the relationships between 
Tao and Deep Ecology is not exhausted by these 
areas of collaboration, but they do give the 
flavour of the relationships among Tao, deep en­
vironmental ethics and ecological sustainability. 
They go some way towards answering the initial 
questions of 'What are the relationships among 
ecological sustainability, deep environmental 
ethics and Tao? ' and 'What can Tao offer 
Western approaches to ecological sus­
tainability?' 
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Appendix 1. Deep Ecology contrasted with the dominant paradigm and with Taoism 

Dominant 
(Western) paradigm 

Domination over 
Nature 

Nature a Resource 
Intrinsic Value 

confined to humans 

Human supremacy 

Ample Resources/ 
Substitutes 

Material Economic 
a predominant goal 

Consumerism 

Competitive 
lifestyle 

Centred/National 
focus 

Power structure 
Hierarchical 

High Technology 

Deep Ecology (DE) 

Harmony 
Nature 

Natural Environment 
Valued for Itself 

Biocentric 
Egalitarianism 

Earth Supplies 
Limited 

Non-material Goods, 
especially Self­
Realization 

Doing with Enough/ 
Recycling 

Cooperative 
lifeway 

Bioregional/ 
Neighbourhood focus 

Non-hierarchical/ 
Grassroots 
Democracy 

Appropriate 
Technoloogy 

12 

Taoism 

Elaboration 
of DE 

Much as for DE; 
'humanism' 
rejected 

Differs from 
DE; 
wide impartiality 

Supplies ample 

Following Growth 
Tao-Te 

Doing with 
Enough (recycling 
inappropriate) 

Much as DE; 
Voluntary 
Simplicity 

I 

Hierarchy 
without Power 
Structure 

Limited 
Technology 


